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A R T I C L ES

Shipwrecked Spouses:
Leukothea’s Veil and Marital Reunion
in The Odyssey1
David T. West
Ashland University
Abstract: This article proposes a new view of the mysterious incident in which Odysseus
wears Leukothea’s veil to make it safely ashore in Odyssey 5, arguing that it bears
directly on one of the epic’s fundamental themes, the reunion of the hero with Penelope.
Through an analysis of the traditional referentiality of the veil in the Homeric epics and of
Odyssean similes associating shipwreck with family reunion, it is shown that Leukothea’s
veil identifies Odysseus with Penelope while both signifying and magically effecting the
recovery of chastity, and ultimately of his marriage.
Keywords: Homer, Odyssey, Odysseus, Penelope, Leukothea, veil, simile
In Book 5 of the Odyssey, Odysseus, following the advice of the goddess InoLeukothea,2 removes the clothing given him by Kalypso and ties Leukothea’s gift of an
“immortal veil” (κρήδεμνον ἄμβροτον) around his chest. Aided by this gift, Odysseus not
only escapes death by swimming safely to shore on Scheria, but also ultimately regains
his marriage with Penelope. Scholars have shown that clothing in general is a significant
motif in the Odyssey that symbolizes Odysseus’ gradual resumption of his identity, but
without discussion of the particular role played by the “veil” (κρήδεμνον).3 More recently,
Dianna Rhyan Kardulias (2001) discussed the Leukothea incident in particular, interpreting
Odysseus’ rescue through the veil as an instance of ritual transvestism effecting and
symbolizing his reintegration into the human community.4
In this article, I propose a new interpretation of Odysseus’ encounter with
1

2
3
4

This article grew out of a talk at the 2015 Annual Meeting of CANE in Dedham, MA. I wish to express my
thanks to the enthusiastic attendees for the challenging questions and lively discussion that followed. My
thanks also to Bruce Heiden and the anonymous reviewer for many helpful suggestions.
Od. 5.333-4.
Block 1985, Murnaghan 1987.
Holtsmark 1966, 209 has interpreted Ino-Leukothea’s role in the poem as “the white goddess,” associated with
“brightness” and “life,” whose veil functions as an “umbilical cord” that aids Odysseus’ rebirth or transition
from the “womb” of the goddess Kalypso; the latter is interpreted as she who threatens to “cover” Odysseus in
“darkness,” first in the oblivion of immortality on Ogygia and afterwards in the oblivion of death at sea, where
her weighty clothing nearly submerged him in the waves (cf. also Thalmann 1992, 50). For other discussions
of Leukothea’s fitting role as a former mortal who helps restore Odysseus to the human world, see Segal 1962,
20-3; Bergren 2008, 67-8; Van Nortwick 2009, 20-1.
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Leukothea. Building on Rhyan Kardulias’ insight that the magical effect of the veil not
only prevents Odysseus from drowning but also marks an end to his erotic adventures,5 on
the traditional association of the veil with chastity,6 and on what scholars have shown of
oral epic poetry’s capacity to use formulaic repetitions to create meaning for the traditional
audience,7 I will argue that Odysseus’ act of wearing the veil is yet another way in which
the Odyssey identifies Odysseus with Penelope, who is frequently shown guarding her
chastity by appearing before the suitors in her veil.8 That Odysseus’ salvage from shipwreck
through the veil bears fundamentally on the rescue of his marriage to Penelope will also be
established through analysis of Andromache’s loss of the veil after the death of Hektor in
Iliad 22.9 Above all, the Odyssey itself suggests a connection between the veil and marital
reunion through the identification of Penelope with Odysseus in the famous reverse simile
of Book 23, where she is likened to a shipwrecked sailor in much the same way as her
husband was represented following the destruction of his raft at the hands of Poseidon in
Book 5.10
In Odyssey 5, Kalypso finally gives Odysseus leave to depart from the island of
Ogygia, and he sets out to sea on a small raft. But Poseidon, raging at Odysseus as much
as ever, stirs up a violent storm which threatens to drown the hero (Odyssey 5.291-6).
Suddenly the sea goddess Leukothea, formerly the mortal woman Ino, comes to Odysseus’
aid. She advises Odysseus to remove the clothing which Kalypso had given him and to
swim for the shore, promising him the special protection of her own immortal garment
(Odyssey 5.333-50)11:
τὸν δὲ ἴδεν Κάδμου θυγάτηρ, καλλίσφυρος Ἰνώ,
Λευκοθέη, ἣ πρὶν μὲν ἔην βροτὸς αὐδήεσσα,
νῦν δ’ ἁλὸς ἐν πελάγεσσι θεῶν ἐξ έμμορε τιμῆς.		
ἥ ῥ’ Ὀδυσῆ’ ἐλέησεν ἀλώμενον, ἄλγε’ ἔχοντα·
αἰθυίῃ δ᾿ ἐϊκυῖα ποτῇ ἀνεδύσετο λίμνης,
5

6
7

8
9

10

11

335

Apart from Rhyan Kardulias 2001, 26 and 30-5, commentators have assumed that the veil’s effect as a magical
talisman extends no further than preventing Odysseus from drowning (e.g. Hainsworth 1988, ad. 5.333-4;
Louden 1999, 128; De Jong 2001, ad. 327-53), and indeed such an effect is all that is indicated by Leukothea’s
words.
See Nagler 1974, 44-63 and 1996; Rhyan Kardulias 2001, passim, but see esp. 30-1; Steiner 2010, ad. 18.210.
Among the most fundamental accounts are Lord 2019 (1960), Nagy 1990, 18-35 (a revision of Nagy 1976),
and Foley 1988; see also Elmer 2011 on the evolution of oral-formulaic theory and more recent scholarly
developments.
Od. 1.334, 16.416, 18.210, 21.65.
When alleging connections between the Odyssey and the Iliad in particular, I will particularly rely on the
concept of “traditional referentiality” that Foley 1991 used in his approach to the connection between epic
language and the traditional audience, and on Pucci’s 1995 (1987) “intertextual” mode of reading the Odyssey
in light of the Iliad.
To elucidate this important “intratextual” connection, I will draw in particular on the model provided by Dué’s
2002 exploration of formulaic speech patterns in Homer’s Iliad.
The Greek text of the Odyssey in this paper is taken from Stanford 1961; for the Iliad, from Monro and Allen
1920, unless otherwise noted. Translations are my own.
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ἷζε δ᾿ ἐπὶ σχεδίης καί μιν πρὸς μῦθον ἔειπε·
“Κάμμορε, τίπτε τοι ὧδε Ποσειδάων ἐνοσίχθων
ὠδύσατ᾿ ἐκπάγλως, ὅτι τοι κακὰ πολλὰ φυτεύει;		 340
οὐ μὲν δή σε καταφθίσει, μάλα περ μενεαίνων,
ἀλλὰ μάλ’ ὧδ’ ἕρξαι–δοκέεις δέ μοι οὐκ ἀπινύσσειν–
εἵματα ταῦτ’ ἀποδὺς σχεδίην ἀνέμοισι φέρεσθαι
κάλλιπ’, ἀτὰρ χείρεσσι νέων ἐπιμαίεο νόστου
γαίης Φαιήκων, ὅθι τοι μοῖρ’ ἐστὶν ἀλύξαι.			345
τῆ δέ, τόδε κρήδεμνον ὑπὸ στέρνοιο τάνυσσαι
ἄμβροτον· οὐδέ τί τοι παθέειν δέος οὐδ’ ἀπολέσθαι.
αὐτὰρ ἐπὴν χείρεσσιν ἐφάψεαι ἠπείροιο,
ἂψ ἀπολυσάμενος βαλέειν εἰς οἴνοπα πόντον
πολλὸν ἀπ’ ἠπείρου, αὐτὸς δ’ ἀπονόσφι τραπέσθαι.”		
350
But there saw him Kadmos’ daughter, fair-ankled Ino, Leukothea, who was before
a mortal speaking with human voice, but now held the lot of the goddesses in
the depths of the sea. She therefore took pity on Odysseus, the wanderer full of
sorrows. And she emerged from the water like a diving bird in flight, and she
sat upon the raft and spoke to him as follows: “Downtrodden by fate, poor man,
why has earth-shaker Poseidon conceived such odium12 for you, seeing that he’s
planting many evils for you? And yet I tell you for certain that he shall not destroy
you, though he eat his heart out with rage. But come now, do this—for you do not
seem to me to lack prudence—remove these clothes and leave the raft behind to
be borne by the winds, but swim with your hands, strive for your homecoming,
for the land of the Phaiakians, to which place it is your fate to escape. Come
now, this veil here (τόδε κρήδεμνον), stretch it beneath your breast, it’s immortal
(ἄμβροτον): there’s no fear that you’ll either suffer or perish. But as soon as you
lay hold of land with your hands, immediately loosen it and throw it back into the
wine-dark sea, far from the land; but you yourself turn far away.”
After some anxious deliberation during which he fears this might be some trick, the
destruction of his raft makes the situation so desperate that Odysseus has no choice but
to trust the goddess and follow her advice. He ties on the veil and ultimately makes it
safely ashore.
But before we look at Odysseus’ safe arrival on land through the protection of the
12

For the pun on Odysseus’ name in “conceived such odium” (ὠδύσατ᾿), see the note in Hainsworth 1988 as well
as Russo 1992, ad Od. 19.405, where he observes that to “be angry with” or “hate” (ὀδύ(σ)ομαι) is possibly
cognate with Latin odium; Pucci 1995 (1987), 65 also thus renders the pun in translation. See also Clay 1983,
63-4 (and 54-68 on the name of Odysseus more generally).
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veil, I want to establish the veil’s traditional association with chastity and marriage both in
the Odyssey and elsewhere in Homeric poetry. An example of this tradition occurs in Iliad
22, where we are presented with the following scene when Andromache learns of the death
of Hektor (Iliad 22.463-72):
				
τὸν δὲ νόησεν
ἑλκόμενον πρόσθεν πόλιος· ταχέες δέ μιν ἵπποι
ἕλκον ἀκηδέστως κοίλας ἐπὶ νῆας Ἀχαιῶν.			465
τὴν δὲ κατ’ ὀφθαλμῶν ἐρεβεννὴ νὺξ ἐκάλυψεν,
ἤριπε δ’ ἐξοπίσω, ἀπὸ δὲ ψυχὴν ἐκάπυσσε.
τῆλε δ’ ἀπὸ κρατὸς βάλε δέσματα σιγαλόεντα,
ἄμπυκα κεκρύφαλόν τε ἰδὲ πλεκτὴν ἀναδέσμην
κρήδεμνόν θ’, ὅ ῥά οἱ δῶκε χρυσῆ Ἀφροδίτη 		 470
ἤματι τῷ ὅτε μιν κορυθαίολος ἠγάγεθ’ Ἕκτωρ
ἐκ δόμου Ἠετίωνος, ἐπεὶ πόρε μυρία ἕδνα.
...and she perceived [Hektor] being dragged, far from the city; and the swift
horses were carelessly dragging him towards the hollow ships of the Achaians.
But gloomy night covered her eyes, and suddenly she fell, and breathed forth
her soul. And she threw far from her head the shining headbands, her diadem of
a frontlet, her plaited hair-net, and the veil (κρήδεμνον) which golden Aphrodite
had given her on the day when Hektor of the glancing helmet led her forth from
the house of Eëtion, when he had given countless bride-gifts.
The “veil” (κρήδεμνον) which Andromache throws off is said to have been given to her
by Aphrodite on the day of her marriage to Hektor. The Iliad clearly calls attention to
the veil in this context both by making it the climax of the list of multiple elements of
Andromache’s headdress, and by placing it in relief at the beginning of a new line. Its
highly significant removal on the occasion of her husband’s death symbolizes the end of
her marriage and a new state of vulnerability to her chastity.13
The Odyssey takes the traditional referentiality of the veil and combines it with
the formulaic language of recovering one’s breath to craft Odysseus’s arrival ashore in
thematic consonance with the Andromache scene, thereby inducing the epic audience to
reflect on the status of Odysseus’s marriage to Penelope. Continuing with Andromache’s
13

De Jong 2012, ad. 468-72: “Since a κρήδεμνον is a symbol of chastity (cf. e.g. Od. 1.334), Andromache’s
gesture may make the narratees also think of the sexual violation which awaits her now that Hector is dead
and hence the fall of Troy close at hand.” In Homeric poetry, “veils” (κρήδεμνα) are also used metaphorically
to designate the towers of Troy (Il. 16.100, Od. 13.388; cf. Nagler 1974, 64-111). Thus Scully 1990, 33 notes
that “[Andromache] signifies by that gesture the violation awaiting her and Troy when the city walls fail.” The
tragic sense of the Andromache passage is emphasized by Segal 1971 and Richardson 1993, who notes on the
same lines that the description of Andromache’s elaborate headdress culminates with the κρήδεμνον received
on her wedding day, which thus serves as a “more vivid symbol of her tragedy”; cf. ad. 470.
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reaction to Hektor’s death, the Iliad narrates her recovery from the fainting spell (Iliad
22.475-6; cf. 22.466-7 above):
ἣ δ’ ἐπεὶ οὖν ἄμπνυτο14 καὶ ἐς φρένα θυμὸς ἀγέρθη
ἀμβλήδην γοόωσα μετὰ Τρῳῇσιν ἔειπεν·
But then when she had recovered her breath and her spirit had returned to her
breast, she wept and amidst sobs she spoke among the Trojans...
This passage should be compared with Odysseus’s safe arrival ashore, where much of the
same formulaic language recurs (Odyssey 5.458-9):15
ἀλλ’ ὅτε δή ῥ’ ἄμπνυτο καὶ ἐς φρένα θυμὸς ἀγέρθη,
καὶ τότε δὴ κρήδεμνον ἀπὸ ἕο λῦσε θεοῖο.
But when he had recovered his breath and his spirit had returned to his breast, then
at that very moment he loosened from himself the veil of the goddess.
Commentators on the Iliad have incidentally noted the similarity of these passages without further
remark.16 And yet they share some interesting details in common that would have resonated with
the epic audience. Though the language of recovering one’s breath is formulaic,17 the traditional
referentiality of the motif easily could have conjured for the audience other instances of heroes
recovering their breath.18 The additional peculiar circumstance of Odysseus’s letting go the veil
suggests that the epic audience was invited to reflect on its traditional referentiality, which includes
marriage.19 We can go even further and observe that the Odyssey plausibly invites the audience to
recall Andromache’s swoon as recounted specifically by the Iliad, given the repetition of context
and formula, combined however—most importantly of all—with difference.20
14

15

16
17

18

19

20

Here I have followed the textual reading adopted by De Jong 2012, ad. Il. 22.475, who explains why
Aristarchus’s proposed emendation of “breathed in” (ἔμπνυτο) is likely incorrect.
The other occurrence of this traditional phraseology in the Odyssey is at 24.349, where Laertes recovers from
a fainting spell.
De Jong 2012 and Richardson 1993; cf. Heubeck 1992, ad. Od. 24.349.
The verb for “recovering breath” (ἀναπνέω) is traditional in this regard (De Jong 2012, ad. Il. 22.475): besides
the two passages under discussion and the incident involving Laertes (15n.), see Il. 5.698, 11.359, 22.222.
On the concept of traditional referentiality, see Foley 1991, 6 (and 1-60 more generally). See also Nagy 1990,
23 on the way a diachronic view of formulaic language argues for traditional theme as the determining factor
rather than in-composition metrical convenience.
See Foley 1991, 38-60 for the application of reader-response theory to explain how oral poetry generates
meaning through the participation of the audience.
See Pucci 1995, 250 for the idea that “Homeric repetition of lines and expressions diachronically develops
a supple, complex, overdetermined spectrum of significations and connotations, within which intertextual
effects may be considered legitimate and intended,” exemplified in the contrast between “spirit” (thumos) in
Il. 12.300 and “stomach” (gaster) in Od. 6.133, where “the repetition, the synonymy and the difference are
so strongly marked that they are undeniable” (250-1; cf. 157-64). Pucci is careful, however, to qualify his
notions of “text”, “intentionality”, and “allusion” as carrying more subtle connotations than are afforded by the
positivistic philological approach to literary texts (29-30, 251-5).
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The significant difference between the two instances lies in the way the loss of the
veil does not happen at the same time for each person. In Odyssey 5, Odysseus comes to
himself and then casts the veil back to sea, fulfilling Leukothea’s command. It is striking
that his actions actually reverse the order of Andromache’s. Andromache throws off her
veil, and then faints and recovers. This reversal of order implies that while Andromache has
now lost her marriage, Odysseus is now going to recover his. She sees her dead husband,
throws off her veil, faints, and then returns to herself and mourns. Odysseus faints due
to sheer exhaustion, returns to himself, removes the veil and casts it far back to the sea
(where Leukothea receives it). Then he rejoices, looking upon the bed of leaves he has
made for himself on the shore: “seeing it, much-enduring godlike Odysseus rejoiced” (τὴν
μὲν ἰδὼν γήθησε πολύτλας δῖος Ὀδυσσεύς, Odyssey 5.486). In addition, when Odysseus
returns the veil, he has safely reached shore and overcome his earlier sentiments of
despair (Odyssey 5.299-312). At this point, he can now look forward to reunion with his
wife Penelope.21 Andromache, by contrast, threw off her veil in despair at the loss of her
marriage, then fainted, and at last awoke only to additional grief, as she went on to lament
the danger to which her son Astyanax was now to be exposed (Iliad 22.477 ff.). Another
point of comparison presents itself when we consider that “night covered” Andromache’s
eyes (νὺξ ἐκάλυψεν, Iliad 22.466) when she saw Hektor being dragged off dead, and she
immediately threw off her “veil” (κρήδεμνον). Odysseus, confronted with night, did the
opposite: Poseidon “covered” (κάλυψε, Odyssey 5.293) the sky with clouds, and “night”
(νύξ, 5.294) came down from above; after this, presented with Leukothea’s offer, Odysseus
put on a “veil” (κρήδεμνον) which enabled him to emerge from the sea to the hope of
regaining his marriage. Both are covered with night, but while Odysseus awakes to joy
because of the salvific effect of the veil, Andromache wakes up to the permanent loss of
what the veil signifies, and to grief.
I also want to suggest that the veil has a salvific effect on Odysseus in more than
one way– not only because it enables him to survive Poseidon’s storm, but also because
it somehow causes a change in Odysseus on another level. That is, with the benefit of
hindsight, it is revealed that the experience of wearing this veil enables Odysseus to be
chaste towards Penelope; no longer will he be held up by female obstacles.22 Since the veil
is associated with chastity and marriage, Odysseus’ act of donning the immortal veil of a
goddess both magically effects and symbolically implies that there will be no repetition in
the plot of what happened after he left Circe. Reviewing the plot, we recall that Odysseus
left Circe’s island only to end up in the delaying embrace of yet another goddess, this
21

22

As Poseidon tells us, Odysseus’ arrival at Phaiakia represents a milestone in his quest to return home: “and in
fact he is close to the land of the Phaiakians, where his fate is to escape, [crossing] the great boundary line of
the sorrow which reaches him” (καὶ δὴ Φαιήκων γαίης σχεδόν, ἔνθα οἱ αἶσα / ἐκφυγέειν μέγα πεῖραρ ὀϊζύος,
ἤ μιν ἱκάνει, Od. 5.288-9). Cf. Hainsworth 1988, ad. 5.289, quoting Bergren’s 1975 study of the word for
“boundary line” (πεῖραρ).
For a similar view, see Rhyan Kardulias 2001, 30-5.
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time on Ogygia, where we are told he slept with Kalypso until she was no longer pleasing
(Odyssey 5.153). When Odysseus is finally allowed to leave, it is unclear whether he will
be delayed in his homecoming by yet another woman. And in fact, Odysseus is presented
with yet another potential female obstacle as soon as he reaches the land of the Phaiakians,
that is, the young Nausikaa, who is offered him in marriage. But in the aftermath of
wearing Leukothea’s veil, Odysseus does not fall for this last potential female obstacle to
his returning home.
To be sure, the apparent power of the veil to confer chastity becomes clear only in
hindsight.23 In fact, the reader can easily get the initial impression from the way Odysseus
“loosened from himself the veil of the goddess” (κρήδεμνον ἀπὸ ἕο λῦσε θεοῖο, Odyssey
5.459) upon reaching shore that he is about to engage in another sexual misadventure. After
all, upon discarding the “veil” (κρήδεμνον), Odysseus soon encounters the young Nausikaa
and her maids, who have also recently removed their own “veils” (κρήδεμνα, Odyssey
6.100). There is the additional circumstance that Odysseus, having fulfilled Leukothea’s
injunction both to remove his clothes and to throw the veil back to sea upon reaching land,
is left entirely naked. It is therefore a completely naked Odysseus who, shortly afterwards,
approaches the maiden Nausikaa as a suppliant– a Nausikaa who has herself just thrown
off her own veil for the purposes of playing a ball game with her handmaidens. As Steiner
observes, Nausikaa unveiled (6.100) indicates her sexual vulnerability, since the veil
bespeaks a woman’s reserve and communicates a message of chastity. But the poet plays
with the reader’s expectations about what is going to happen even more by using sexually
suggestive language in this context: “thus was Odysseus about to mix with the lovely-haired
girls, though he was naked” (ὣς Ὀδυσεὺς κούρῃσιν ἐϋπλοκάμοισιν ἔμελλε / μείξεσθαι,
γυμνός περ ἐών, Odyssey 6.135-6).24 At first, then, Odysseus’ loss of the veil upon reaching
land and his subsequent encounter with Nausikaa would seem to indicate anything but the
assurance of his chastity. And yet as things turn out, the wearing of the veil is revealed to
have been a turning point in Odysseus’ homecoming, since, in a reversal of the previous
pattern of interaction with females, he does not have a sexual liaison with Nausikaa, nor
is he detained by love of her in his quest to return home. Instead, upon surveying the plot
of the poem as a whole, we see that after the experience of wearing the veil, Odysseus
never fails again in chaste fidelity towards Penelope. The cycle of infidelity and delay
23

24

Hindsight is an important factor in interpreting the Odyssey. Scott 2009, 125 argues that sometimes similes and
actions are best understood in retrospect. He analyzes the simile of Odysseus as craftsman at 5.249-50 in this
respect. “The images of the craftsman put the hero in a proper perspective. As a craftsman lays out a design
and then brings it into actuality, so also Odysseus has a driving desire to return to home and family, and in
retrospect he will be seen to have taken the initial step in achieving this goal by choosing to flee Calypso.
His conduct from this point on. . . all are signs that Odysseus is careful in planning his moves and competent
in their execution” (emphasis mine). I think we are meant to understand Odysseus’ experience of wearing the
veil in a similar way: its effects become clear only as the plot moves forward.
The use of “lovely-haired” (ἐϋπλοκάμοισιν) may also be suggestive, since the goddesses with whom he
formerly had liaisons, Circe and Kalypso, are also given this epithet: see Od. 10.136 and 5.58 respectively.

K

7

K

which resumed after his departure from Circe will not be resumed in the aftermath of his
departure from Kalypso, thanks to Leukothea’s mysterious veil, which seems to confer on
Odysseus the chastity and fidelity which it signifies in other contexts.
Speaking of these other contexts, let us turn at last to the example of Penelope.
There are four times in the Odyssey when Penelope goes before the suitors wearing the
veil. The first occurs in Book 1 (Odyssey 1.330-5):
κλίμακα δ’ ὑψηλὴν κατεβήσετο οἷο δόμοιο,			330
οὐκ οἴη, ἅμα τῇ γε καὶ ἀμφίπολοι δύ’ ἕποντο.
ἡ δ’ ὅτε δὴ μνηστῆρας ἀφίκετο δῖα γυναικῶν,
στῆ ῥα παρὰ σταθμὸν τέγεος πύκα ποιητοῖο
ἄντα παρειάων σχομένη λιπαρὰ κρήδεμνα·
ἀμφίπολος δ’ ἄρα οἱ κεδνὴ ἑκάτερθε παρέστη. 		 335
She went down the high staircase from her room, not alone, but two handmaidens
accompanied her. But when in fact she reached the suitors, the godlike woman,
she stood beside the column of the thickly built roof, holding her shining veils
around her cheeks: and a trusty handmaiden stood for her at each side.
Nagler cites this passage as an example of the veil’s associations with chastity.25 He
comments as follows: “All this iconography—shawl (krēdemnon), maidservants, and ladyat-the-pillar—transmits a strong message of chastity that of course protects Penelope’s
appearance before the Suitors.”26 For my purposes, it is important to add that Penelope’s
reliance on the veil runs like a thread through the whole poem. Other instances where
Penelope appears before the suitors in her veil occur at Odyssey 16.413-6, 18.206-11,
and 21.63-5. In each passage, the same line recurs: “holding her shining veils around her
cheeks” (ἄντα παρειάων σχομένη λιπαρὰ κρήδεμνα). And so the whole time that Odysseus
is away, Penelope is careful to appear among men clad in her own veil, as she holds on for
dear life to the memory of her long-lost husband. By continuing to wear the veil amongst the
suitors, she reveals her loyalty to her husband and her hope that he is still alive. Penelope’s
25

26

Cf. Nagler 1974, 45-60, where he also discusses its other potential denotation of “allurement” or temptation.
Bennett 1997, 129-30 follows Nagler in assuming this basic double signification for both “veil” (κρήδεμνον)
and “head covering” (καλύπτρη). Rhyan Kardulias 2001, 30-5, however, distinguishes the two, arguing that the
first is associated with chastity and the second with eroticism.
Nagler 1996, 155-6. Nagler also argues that appearances of Penelope make use of the other potential
denotation of the “veil” (κρήδεμνον), that of allurement. In this light, he interprets the scene in Book 18 where
Penelope appears before the suitors as a sign of her role as a sort of mortal version of the “dread goddess,”
causing the suitors’ destruction through their desire to sleep with her in just the same way as Circe transforms
Odysseus’ men into animals. Cf. Steiner 2010, ad. 18.210, who notes the same double potential signification:
“Throughout H., veils symbolize female chastity (contrast 6.100, a pointer to Nausicaa’s sexual readiness). P.’s
unusual choice to appear veiled even in her own house conveys her desire to prevent familiarity between the
suitors and herself.”
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abiding hope contrasts sharply with Andromache’s manner of acting upon learning of the
death of her husband Hektor in Iliad 22. Penelope can still have hope that Odysseus will
return, but no hope of a continued marriage with Hektor remains for Andromache once she
has seen him dead with her own eyes. At that point, the veil she received upon marriage
had no further purpose.
Thus far, we have seen how the veil is associated with chastity and marriage; we
have seen how a survey of the Odyssey’s plot as a whole appears to reveal that Leukothea’s
κρήδεμνον has the effect of conferring what it signifies, namely chastity; and we have seen
that Penelope herself often wears the veil as a testimony of her chaste resolve towards her
husband. Let us now see how Odysseus’ experience of wearing the veil relates to the scene
of the married couple’s reunion. At issue here is a striking simile in Book 23 that repeats
some of the language from a simile regarding the shipwrecked Odysseus in Book 5. As
Odysseus embraces Penelope for the first time in about twenty years, the epic unexpectedly
changes perspective from Odysseus to Penelope, and says that the sight of her husband is
welcome to her in the same way that the sight of land is welcome to those who have been
shipwrecked (Odyssey 23.231-40):
Ὢς φάτο· τῷ δ’ ἔτι μᾶλλον ὑφ’ ἵμερον ὦρσε γόοιο·
κλαῖε δ’ ἔχων ἄλοχον θυμαρέα, κέδν᾿ εἰδυῖαν.
ὡς δ’ ὅτ’ ἂν ἀσπάσιος γῆ νηχομένοισι φανήῃ,
ὧν τε Ποσειδάων εὐεργέα νῆ’ ἐνὶ πόντῳ
ῥαίσῃ, ἐπειγομένην ἀνέμῳ καὶ κύματι πηγῷ–		
παῦροι δ’ ἐξέφυγον πολιῆς ἁλὸς ἤπειρόνδε
νηχόμενοι, πολλὴ δὲ περὶ χροῒ τέτροφεν ἅλμη,
ἀσπάσιοι δ’ ἐπέβαν γαίης, κακότητα φυγόντες–
ὣς ἄρα τῇ ἀσπαστὸς ἔην πόσις εἰσοροώσῃ,
δειρῆς δ’ οὔ πω πάμπαν ἀφίετο πήχεε λευκώ.		

235

240

So she spoke, but [Odysseus’] desire to lament rose up even stronger: and he wept,
holding his worthy, caring wife. But just as when land appears welcome (ἀσπάσιος)
to those who are swimming, whose well-worked ship Poseidon has shattered in the
deep, and it has been driven by wind and mighty wave–but a few swimmers make
their escape from the gray sea to dry land, and much brine is caked around their
skin, and gratified (ἀσπάσιοι), they set foot upon land, having escaped evils–so,
then, was her husband welcome (ἀσπαστὸς) to her as she looked at him, and her
white arms did not let up in the least from clinging to his neck.
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Commentators have noted the evident similarity of the actions described in the simile
here with Odysseus’ shipwreck at the hands of Poseidon in Book 5 (Odyssey 5.394-9):27
ὡς δ’ ὅτ’ ἂν ἀσπάσιος βίοτος παίδεσσι φανήῃ
πατρός, ὃς ἐν νούσῳ κεῖται κρατέρ’ ἄλγεα πάσχων		
δηρὸν τηκόμενος–στυγερὸς δέ οἱ ἔχραε δαίμων,
ἀσπάσιον δ’ ἄρα τόν γε θεοὶ κακότητος ἔλυσαν–
ὣς Ὀδυσῆ’ ἀσπαστὸν ἐείσατο γαῖα καὶ ὕλη,
νῆχε δ’ ἐπειγόμενος ποσὶν ἠπείρου ἐπιβῆναι.

395

But just as when, to children, the life of their father appears welcome (ἀσπάσιος)
when he lies in illness suffering mighty pains, wasting away for a long time, while
a hateful spirit afflicts him, but then he is gratified (ἀσπάσιον) when the gods free
him of the evil: thus did the land and the forest appear welcome (ἀσπαστὸν) to
Odysseus, and he swam, urging himself on with his feet to set foot upon dry land.
One of the more striking features common to both similes is the triple repetition of forms
of the word ἀσπάσιος and ἀσπαστός, words meaning “welcome” and “gratified”. But
this simile resonates with the former not only in terms of repeated language, but also
circumstance.28 The epic audience naturally would have recalled Odysseus’ shipwreck
because of a tradition that associated rescue at sea with family reunion.29 Indeed, since the
motif is traditional, the simile of Book 5 already puts the audience in mind of Odysseus’
ultimate reunion with his family at the end of the poem.30
What I wish to underscore here is the way the interplay of these two similes serves
to identify Penelope and Odysseus with one another in the mind of the audience. The Book 23
simile likens Penelope to someone shipwrecked eagerly sighting land, echoing both the actual
situation and sentiments of Odysseus after the wreck of his raft in Book 5; the unexpected
change in perspective from Odysseus to Penelope places her in “the role of men.”31 In addition,
I would call attention to the particular circumstance that Odysseus is wearing a veil at the
moment he catches sight of land in the simile from Book 5. Although there is no mention of
Penelope’s veil at the moment of reunion with her husband, nevertheless her path to reunion
27

28

29
30

31

Cf. e.g. Podlecki 1971, 89-90; Moulton 1977, 129-30; Foley 1978, 7-8; Murnaghan 1987, 45; Hainsworth
1988, ad. 5.394-7; Fernández-Galiano 1992, ad. 23.233-9, who lists additional bibliography regarding the
common diction of the two passages; De Jong 2001, ad. 5.392-9 and 23.233-40.
See Fernández-Galiano 1992, ad. 23.233-9 and Friedrich 1981, 133-7, who notes the reversal between Book
5’s simile about the joy of a family at their father’s recovery and the actual familial reunion in Book 23, while
the actual shipwreck in Book 5 is transferred to a simile in Book 23.
See Hainsworth 1988, ad. 5.394-7.
Cf. Dué 2002, 73 on the way Andromache’s lament in Iliad 6 evokes, and does not simply presage, the funeral
of Hektor in Book 24 (see 67-81 more generally on the pattern of Andromache’s lament throughout the epic).
De Jong 2001, ad. 233-40.
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with Odysseus was characterized by the faithful wearing of the veil, the same means by which
Odysseus’ path to shore and ultimate reunion with his wife were made possible.32 Therefore
the two characters are linked, not only by the interplay of the similes, but also through the
truly peculiar circumstance of Odysseus in the veil in the parallel situation in Book 5.
Moreover, the close relationship between these two similes points to the similarity
of the trials of Odysseus and Penelope, and in particular to the common experience of having
to wear the veil as protection. The implication of the Book 23 simile is that Penelope has
been, in her own way, lost at sea during the time of Odysseus’ absence. But if Penelope is like
a sailor who has been shipwrecked by Poseidon, and the sailor shipwrecked by Poseidon is
very much like Odysseus in Book 5, then we are justified in asking how Penelope’s shipwreck
was similar to Odysseus’. We recall that in the Book 5 scene, Odysseus, while shipwrecked,
was wrapped in the veil as a means of protection. What else has Penelope been wearing all
this time while lost at sea, so to speak, in her own house, buffeted by the storms brought by
the invasion of the suitors– what else, but the veil?33
Through the epic’s repetition of familiar similes and the motif of the veil, the
audience of the Odyssey, and we modern readers as well, can see yet another way in which
Penelope and Odysseus are identified with each other. Their common resolve to be reunited
to each other is symbolized by the common experience of relying on the veil for protection
from the hostile forces arrayed against them. For Odysseus, the veil both safely gets him
through the particular trial of the storm and mysteriously assimilates him to the chastity of
his own wife, as it appears to inoculate him against further romantic adventures and hence
additional delays to his return. For Penelope, the veil safely gets her through the trial of
being surrounded by several suitors pressing for her hand while she holds out hope that
Odysseus is still alive. And the linchpin of this successful reunion: not only Athena, who
is responsible for orchestrating Odysseus’ return on the broadest level, but also, and in a
subsidiary role all too often overlooked, the goddess Leukothea and her mysterious veil.
32

33

There may also be a subtle allusion to the goddess Leukothea in the reference to Penelope’s “white” arms
that concludes the picture of their embrace, especially given the emphatic position of “white” (λευκώ) at line
ending (23.240).
De Jong 2001, ad. 23.233-40 comes closest to my approach: “All in all, the effect is a merging of the
experiences of man and wife... Penelope’s years on Ithaca, tearfully waiting for Odysseus and holding out
against the abrasive Suitors, have been as much an ordeal as Odysseus’ physical hardships during his years
abroad.”
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Messalina’s Moveable Domus:
Landscape and Memory in Annals 111
Caitlin C. Gillespie
Brandeis University
Abstract: This article addresses the intersection between landscape, memory, and power
in Messalina’s movements through Rome, as recorded in Tacitus’ Annals. Messalina’s
journeys demonstrate her appropriation of spatial memory and her transgressions of gender
and status, as she attempts to relocate the imperial domus to the home of Gaius Silius.
Reading the imperial domus as a kind of landscape opens new avenues for interpretation.
Tacitus recognizes the relationship between the imperial mother and the Palatine domus,
and connects Messalina to the space itself. He thereby prompts readers to consider the
fragile nature of imperial power and dynastic succession as bound up in the imperial
cubiculum and the body of the emperor’s wife.
Keywords: Tacitus, Annals, Messalina, memory, landscape, Claudius, Gaius Silius, domus
Despite the senate’s condemnation of her memory (damnatio memoriae), Messalina is one
of the most memorable characters in Tacitus’ Annals.2 As the mother of Britannicus and
Octavia, Messalina was celebrated for ensuring the continuity of the first imperial dynasty
and received honors comparable to those of Livia.3 However, literary sources prioritize
her shameful actions, either condemning her as a libidinous adulteress or defending
Messalina as a victim of Venus who was murdered by Claudius.4 Scholars continue to
debate whether Messalina’s marriage to Silius in the autumn of 48 CE stemmed from
1

2

3

4

This article developed from a presentation at the 2019 Annual Conference of the Association of Literary
Scholars, Critics, and Writers. I thank my fellow panel participants for their comments and insights on
landscape in Roman literature; Aaron Seider and the anonymous referee for their observations and
suggestions; and Nancy Worman and Cynthia Damon for continued guidance and support. Any remaining
errors are my own.
As noted by Varner 2001, 41, the phrase damnatio memoriae is not a Roman term, nor does it indicate an exact
list of penalties. Cf. Flower 1998, 156. The senatus consultum mentioned by Tacitus (Ann. 11.38.3) is not
extant, but material evidence shows that Messalina’s images and name were removed from public visibility
after her death (see discussion below).
E.g. She was allowed to ride in a carpentum during Claudius’ triumph of 44 CE (Suet. Claud. 17.3), given the
privileges of the Vestals, and offered the title of Augusta on the birth of her son Britannicus (although Claudius
refused her this honor) (Suet. Claud. 26.2; on which cf. Levick 1990, 55-7). Rose 1997, 41 compares the
honors received by Messalina to those of Livia and Agrippina the Elder. Cf. Wood 1992, 219-34.
The former argument is presented by Pliny the Elder, Juvenal, and Cassius Dio, whereas the latter appears in
Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis and the Octavia. See Sen. Apocol. 11, 13; Octavia 10-17, 257-72, 536-7, 947-51;
Juv. 6.115-32, 10.329-45; Suet. Claud. 26.2, 29, 36, 37.2, 39.1, Nero 6.4, Vitellius 2.5; Pliny NH 10.172, 29.8;
Cassius Dio 60.8.4-5, 14, 15.5-16.3, 17.5-18, 22.2-5, 27-28.5, 29.4-6a, 30.6b-31.5.
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her unrestrained sexual desires or political aspirations that she shared with Silius.5 This
article turns from character to theme and addresses the intersection between landscape,
memory, and imperial power in Messalina’s movements through Rome.6 From the time
of Augustus, imperial family members rewrote the landscapes of Rome, refurbishing
ancient monuments and building new ones; rather than build, Tacitus’ Messalina moves,
redefining Rome as an imperial possession over which she has control. Throughout Annals
11, Tacitus traces Messalina’s shifting relationship with imperial and non-imperial spaces,
mapping the vicissitudes of her influence onto specific sites and pathways from the Palatine
palace to the home of Silius, the gardens of Lucullus to the road from Ostia. Reading the
imperial palace (domus) as a type of landscape opens new interpretive possibilities. By
following Messalina through Rome, Tacitus connects landscape and memory to dynasty:
just as the location of the domus itself is neither inherent nor fixed, so too is the hereditary
dynasty fragile and liable to breakage. Tacitus prompts readers to consider the tenuous
nature of imperial power and dynastic succession as bound up in the imperial bedchamber
(cubiculum) and the body of the emperor’s wife.
Within Annals 11, significant spaces provide a framework for Messalina’s
narrative and follow the trajectory of Messalina’s power. Messalina’s movements into and
out of the imperial cubiculum during the trial of Asiaticus and her acquisition of the gardens
of Lucullus introduce the centrality of space and motion to Tacitus’ account.7 Messalina’s
relationship with Gaius Silius and her repeated processions to his domus show how Tacitus
synthesizes space, imperial power, and memory, as Messalina attempts to relocate the
imperial domus. In her movements, Tacitus’ Messalina perverts the symbolism of the
imperial cubiculum and the ritual of marriage, imagines the imperial domus as a moveable
entity over which she has control, and disassociates the emperor’s political power from a
specific architectural locale. The domus becomes emblematic of Tacitus’ exploration of
ambiguity and polyvalency in the meaning of sites of memory; the idea of the domus is
further complicated by its overlapping nuances as both identifiable structure and moveable
household. Messalina’s authority is overturned when Claudius returns to the city. Tacitus
traces Messalina’s fall through her conveyance through space: rather than a carpentum
5

6
7

Joshel 1995 has discussed Messalina’s actions as a part of a discourse of desire and, consequently, the
discourse of empire. Questa 1995 questions whether Messalina was an innocent victim. Wyke 2002, 321-90
reviews literary and film responses to Messalina as a libidinous character. On the reasons for her marriage to
Gaius Silius see Scramuzza 1940, 90-4; Fagan 2002; Griffin 1984, 29; Levick 1990, 64-7; Barrett 1996, 914; Cenerini 2010; Major 1994. Osgood 2011, 206-11 discusses how Tacitus does not explain Messalina and
Silius’ plans for the principate, allowing for multiple interpretations of her death and posthumous memory.
See Hutchinson 2020, 118-52 on the language of motion in Tacitus.
Von Stackelberg 2009 argues for the gardens as a space of performance and transgression and argues that
garden spaces link Messalina’s seemingly uncoordinated movements, from the marriage to Silius (Ann. 11.27),
to the celebration of the mock vintage (Ann. 11.31.2-3), to Messalina’s journey on the Ostian road in a cart used
for carrying garden refuse (Ann. 11.32.3). Pagán 2006, 65-92 relates Messalina’s garden as a place of inclusion
and exclusion to Tacitus’ process of inclusion and exclusion of material within his history, arguing that the
episode, “reveals the historian’s anxiety over his ability to render a credible past” (72).
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(carriage), she crosses the city on foot and then rides “in a cart used for the removal of
garden refuse,” (vehiculo, quo purgamenta hortorum e<x>cipiuntur, Ann. 11.32.3).8
Claudius’ freedmen prevent an encounter, recognizing the metonymic relationship between
Messalina and the imperial domus. Messalina dies in the gardens she claimed for her domus,
and her body disappears from view. After her death, the emperor’s household is overturned
(caede Messalinae convulsa principis domus, Ann. 12.1.1). Claudius takes a new wife, and
the imperial domus shifts focus to Agrippina the Younger and her aspirations for her son
Nero. The conclusions address Messalina’s memory in the remainder of the Annals and the
implications for Tacitus’ historiographical project.
Memory, Space, and Historiography
In the past few decades, memory studies have provided new avenues for interpretation of
classical literature and culture.9 Several types of memory, as defined by Jan Assmann, are
relevant: “collective memory” serves as a composite term that combines “communicative
memory,” identified with individual or living memories usually communicated verbally
and limited to a period within three or four saecula (generations) of a given event (roughly
80 to 100 years), and “cultural memory,” which is temporally distant from the everyday
and communicated primarily through texts and material culture.10 Cultural memory
begins where communicative memory ends: it is more controlled and public in nature
than communicative memory, and is transmitted by those with some degree of authority.
Matthew Roller defines this form of memory as “the crystallization of communicative
memory into objective cultural forms like narratives, texts, tombs or other built structures,
rituals, honorific names, and the like.”11 Memory is thus intimately connected to sites
significant to cultural history. Pierre Nora described symbolic locations identified as lieux
de mémoire, such as the Arc d’Triomphe, as anchors for memory, specific sites around
which collective memories formed within a community.12 These sites of memory include
physical monuments like cemeteries or museums, rituals and other commemorative
practices such as anniversaries, as well as notions like lineage. The meaning of a place may
change after its memory is invested with a new celebration, and thus Nora viewed history
as “perpetually suspicious” of memory.13 In Rome, such sites include cultural reference
8
9

10

11
12
13

All text of Tacitus’ Annals is that of Heubner 1994. Translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.
See Galinsky 2016b for a background to memory studies and Roman perspectives and Galinsky’s 2014 and
2016a edited volumes for these studies put into practice. Cf. Cubitt 2007 and Le Goff 1993. See further Gowing
2005 on memory and power; Farrell 1997 on the phenomenology of memory; Walter 2004 on the transmission
of historical memory in Republican Rome; Jaeger 1997 on memoria and monumentum in Livy; Timpe 1996
on memory and tradition; Small 1995 on writing and memory in Livy and Plutarch; Flower 2003, 39 on the
development of historiography within Rome’s culture of memory, with attention to the figure of Marcellus;
Shannon-Henderson 2019 on cultic memory in Tacitus’ Annals.
Assmann 1995. The term “collective memory” derives from Halbwachs 1992. Wiseman 2014 prefers the term
“popular memory” in his discussion of Rome.
Roller 2018, 229 continues that he labels these cultural forms as “monuments.”
See Nora 1989.
Nora 1989, 9.
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points like the hut of Romulus.14 Historiography involves the formation or reconstruction
and handing down of cultural memory. However, this does not mean that memory is static.
As Edward Said argues, collective memory “is not an inert and passive thing, but a field
of activity in which past events are selected, reconstructed, maintained, modified, and
endowed with political meaning.”15
Tacitus betrays a deep concern for memory in his Annals, particularly in the
comparison between the Republican past and his imperial present.16 Tacitus traces the
manipulation of memory during the early principate and establishes that memory is
intrinsically connected to the genre of historiography.17 He suggests that historiography is
the material instantiation of memory, and that its purpose is to transmit the lives and deeds
of those worthy of remembering in order to provide exempla (role models) for the future.18
However, memory may be used, misused, or exploited in the desire for domination, or in
the shaping of a particular narrative. Alain Gowing has shown how memory provides a
motivating factor in the Annals, and emperors are concerned “with manipulating memory
towards particular ends.”19 This preoccupation is relevant for the recognition of the power
of the imperial domus and the continuation of the first dynasty. As one who was voted
a damnatio memoriae, Messalina provides a test case for the manipulation, control, and
authority involved in the transmission of memory.20
The past few decades have also witnessed a “spatial turn” in various disciplines,
bringing focus to the human experience and distinguishing between space, place, and
landscape, while recognizing overlaps between them. As is discussed by Yi-Fu Tuan, space
and place require each other for definition: once endowed with value, space becomes place.21
Similarly, when an environment acquires value and is integrated into a human’s understanding
of the world, it becomes a landscape.22 Landscape is a cultural construction, a product of
human action and intervention, a “space that is mediated through human subjectivity.”23
William Mitchell introduces landscape as a dynamic “medium of exchange” that participates
14
15
16
17

18
19
20

21

22
23

As discussed by Walter 2004, 179-83.
Said [1994] 2002, 251.
See for example Gowing 2005, 28-32.
Tacitus’ account of the trial and death of the historian Cremutius Cordus provides an example (Ann. 4.34-5);
on which see Gowing 2005, 26-7, Sailor 2008, 250-313, Libatique 2020.
Cf. Agric. 1, Hist. 1.1.1-4, and Ann. 1.1.1-3 for Tacitus’ presentation of the utility of his works.
Gowing 2016, 50.
Flower 1998 traces the erasures of political rivals and others viewed as negative exempla, including imperial women;
Varner 2004 catalogues the material evidence for damnationes. Flower 1998, 155 argues that memory sanctions
were meant to erase the condemned individual without harming the entire gens; see further Flower 1998, 179.
Tuan 1977, 6. Cf. Tuan 1977, 136, “Space is transformed into place as it acquires definition and meaning.” By
comparison, De Certeau 1984, 97 differentiates between place, which considers static relationships, and space,
which is dynamic and creative, defined by movement and human experience. Purves 2014, 96n.7 identifies
space as “abstract, global, framing, theoretical,” and place as “value-laden, experienced, lived-in, embodied.”
McInerney and Sluiter 2016, 1.
Felton and Gilhuly 2018, 2. Cf. Cosgrove 1984, 13 on landscape denoting, “the external world mediated through
subjective human experience in a way that neither region nor area immediately suggest. Landscape is not merely
the world we see, it is a construction, a composition of that world. Landscape is a way of seeing the world.” See
further Alcock 2002, 30, “Landscape, a capacious and currently much utilized concept, contains a multitude of
meanings, all of which revolve around human experience, perception and modification of the world.”
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in the revolution and formation of a complex network of political, social, and cultural
identities.24 As an idea, landscape operates like language: relationships are established
between a given topographic entity, such as a tree or road, and an agreed upon meaning or
significance.25 Landscapes include physical environments, spaces demarcated by walls or
boundaries, cities and open spaces within them, estates, gardens, monuments, pathways, and
much more.26 Diana Spencer has connected Nora’s concept of sites of memory to the idea of
landscape.27 Within Rome, the Campus Martius, Pompey’s theater and its environs, and the
area surrounding the Mausoleum of Augustus provide examples.28 As Spencer notes, each of
these landscapes tells a story, memorializing political and social change.29
In classical studies, scholars have investigated the relationship between space
(locus), landscape, and emotion,30 landscape and the discourse of civil war,31 landscape as
an expression of Roman culture and as a means of constructing identity,32 and the impact
of imperial domination on landscape.33 Jeremy McInerney and Ineke Sluiter emphasize
that landscapes are polyvalent and can mean different things to different people at different
times.34 Individuals may alter a landscape, adding new layers of meaning: for example,
through his program of restoration, Augustus rebuilt the city of Rome while also impressing
an imperial layer onto existing monuments and sites of memory.35 Considering the HerculesCacus episode in Vergil and Ovid, Lissa Crofton-Sleigh concludes that the Romans were
enabled to see landscapes as multivalent, valuable parts of their history and identity.36
As products of human action, landscapes are infused with memory and history.
Memory and landscape foreground the human perspective temporally and spatially,
providing related analytical tools. I argue that Tacitus pays particular attention to spatial
relations and interactions between people and landscapes of power, defining spaces as
dynamic identity-makers. Analyzing Tacitus’ narrative of Messalina through the lens of
memory and with particular attention to space and landscape allows for new insights into
the ways in which the historian represents sites like the imperial cubiculum as invested
24
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Mitchell [1994] 2002, 2. See Schama 1995 on the development of the term “landscape” and a way of looking
at landscapes as a product of culture.
Spencer 2010, 9.
As noted by Alcock 2002, 30.
E.g. Spencer 2010, 13 argues, “We can read landscape as a ‘site of memory’ giving access to priscae virtutes,
ancient and fundamental qualities of the ideal Roman.”
As noted by Spencer 2010, 4-5.
Spencer 2010, 12
E.g. Felton and Gilhuly 2018.
O’Gorman 1995, 117 argues that the landscapes of Palestine and Germany in Tacitus’ Histories are “marshaled
as physical manifestations of the moral/political/poetical discourse(s) of civil war.”
Spencer 2010. Cf. Edwards 1996.
Spencer 2005 explores three moments in Lucan and argues for Lucan’s poem “as an exploration of the
implications of imperial domination for perceptions and experiences of landscape” (48).
See McInerney and Sluiter 2016, 7
Cf. Crofton-Sleigh 2016, 383 fn. 3 on Augustus as a landscape agent involved in shaping and reshaping the city.
Crofton-Sleigh 2016, 404. Crofton-Sleigh 2016 discusses treatments of the Hercules-Cacus episode in Augustan
poetry that combine landscape, history, and memory in order to suit a contemporary Roman audience.
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with social and political meanings that could evolve and change due to the actions of an
individual and thereby impact the memory of the whole site. Tacitus aligns ambiguities
in location and the idea of the imperial domus with the polyvalency of memory. While he
recognizes that the imperial family influenced collective memory through their actions,
Tacitus demonstrates that no one could assert absolute control over memory and the
meaning of the sites with which they were associated.
In opening his Annals with the words urbem Romam (Ann. 1.1.1), Tacitus
places city and empire at the forefront of readers’ minds and announces an interest in the
connection between the city and the power of the emperor. From the time of Augustus,
the emperor came to represent the empire writ large. In Rome, Augustus advertised his
power by transforming the urban landscape through renovations and new constructions.
Statues, temples, and other monumenta (monuments) contributed to the cultural memory
of individuals within the imperial household, and imperial family members continued to
inscribe themselves upon the landscape of Rome through building projects. The imperial
palace on the Palatine hill became both their home and the center of imperial power, and
thus the symbolic center of the empire.37 Tacitus acknowledges the symbolic power of the
site and those who dwell within the Palatine domus. The stability of the domus as both
the physical space of the Palatine palace and as a group of people is necessary for the
assertion of the dominance of the imperial dynasty: it is the space where heirs were brought
up to become imperial successors. However, this dual meaning is also at the heart of the
ambiguity of the domus.
Tacitus’ narrative of Messalina prioritizes her active presence in the domus and
in Rome and the indelible impact she makes through her movements. The imperial domus
is instilled with the memory and history of the ruling dynasty: in Annals 11, it is an active
component of Tacitus’ text. I argue that the imperial domus may be analyzed as a landscape
that is shaped and exploited by its members, and whose meaning shifts as a result of human
intervention. The imperial domus embodies ambiguities in unresolved power struggles
within the household, especially under a weak-willed, oblivious emperor. Tacitus’
Messalina manipulates and attempts to control this landscape due to her privileged position
as the mother of Claudius’ children. She challenges the Palatine domus as the citadel of the
empire as well as the power of the emperor who dwells within. She expands the domus to
include gardens as well as urban spaces that combine natural and artificial features, borders,
pathways, and defined entrances and exits. Messalina acquires the gardens of Lucullus for
the imperial domus, and Tacitus traces her movements through additional spaces identified
37

Augustus advertised this combination of family, state, and state religion when he became Pontifex Maximus;
instead of living in the domus publica, he lived in his own Palatine home and made part of it public through the
dedication of a shrine to Vesta (Dio 54.27.3; Ov. Fast. 4.949-54). See Severy 2003, 99-104. In his Histories,
Tacitus records that Vitellius makes a pretense of abdicating power and then retraces his steps to the Palatine,
the “citadel of the empire,” (imperii arcem, Tac. Hist. 3.70). See Ash 2007 on Tacitus’ use of topography in the
episode (Tac. Hist. 3.67.2-3.86) and Vitellius’ movements around the city as laden with meaning.
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as a domus. In these curated spaces, Tacitus’ Messalina exploits the possibilities of the
imperial domus as a center of memory and empire, cultivating new meanings of this domus
as an expression of her own authority. Tacitus traces the dismantling of Messalina’s power
over the domus as both physical space and group of people; the ambiguity of the domus
underlies the complex nexus of memory, monumentality, and damnatio in Messalina’s
narrative. These themes are intrinsically connected to the physical space of the city and
central to Tacitus’ historiographical project.
Messalina’s Cubiculum and Gardens of Desire
Messalina’s extant narrative is framed by her misuse of space, from the trial of Valerius
Asiaticus within the imperial cubiculum to her failed suicide and ignoble death in the
Gardens of Lucullus (Horti Luculliani) that she acquired as a result. In the opening of
the extant Annals 11, Messalina gapes with desire for the Horti Luculliani, which are
increasing in splendor under the care of Valerius Asiaticus (Ann. 11.1.1):
***nam Valerium Asiaticum, bis consulem, fuisse quondam adulterum eius
credidit; pariterque hortis inhians, quos ille a Lucullo coeptos insigni
magnificentia extollebat, Suillium accusandis utrisque immittit.
For she [Messalina] believed that Valerius Asiaticus, twice consul, was once her
[Poppaea’s] adulterer; and equally gaping open-mouthed for the gardens, begun
by Lucullus, that he was increasing in remarkable magnificence, she sent for
Suillius in order to accuse both.
Messalina seeks to punish Asiaticus and his lover Poppaea and to obtain the gardens for the
imperial domus. The participle inhians expresses the level of her obsession with the garden
space.38 Asiaticus is tried intra cubiculum with Messalina present, while access is denied
to members of the senate (neque data senatus copia: intra cubiculum auditur, Messalina
coram, Ann. 11.2.1).39 The imperial bedroom appears as a courtroom in which Claudius
serves as judge and Asiaticus may be condemned. Both Claudius and Messalina are moved
by his defense, and Messalina exits to ensure her desired outcome: “Claudius was greatly
moved and [Asiaticus] even stirred the tears of Messalina. Exiting the bedroom to wash
them away, she warned Vitellius not to allow the accused to slip away. She herself rushed
toward the destruction of Poppaea” (commoto maiorem in modum Claudio, Messalinae
38

39

Cf. Joshel 1995, 57, who notes that elsewhere in the Annals, Agrippina the Elder desires dominatio, according
to Sejanus, and her daughter Agrippina desires the luxurious horti of Statilius Taurus (Ann. 4.12.3; Ann.
12.59.1).
Tacitus is only author to say he was tried in the cubiculum. Cf. Cassius Dio 61.29.4-6, 6a. On this location see
Tagliafico 1996, de Vivo 2009.
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quoque lacrimas excivit. quibus abluendis cubiculo egrediens monet Vitellium, ne elabi
reum sineret; ipsa ad perniciem Poppaeae festinat, Ann. 11.2.1-2). As a result of Messalina’s
actions, Asiaticus is condemned to death and Poppaea threatened with execution until she
commits voluntary suicide.
Scholars have noted the significant location of the trial as the imperial cubiculum,
a relatively private space to which Messalina has access and the senate does not. As an
intimate space, the cubiculum invites a different kind of reading than other courtrooms.
Andrew Riggsby discusses the limited access to this space, which depended upon
gender and status and is connected to the exercise of power.40 Laura Nissinen considers
the activities that took place inside the cubicula at different times of day, while Anna
Anguissola demonstrates the utility of alcove cubicula in Pompeiian homes as reception
rooms advertising the luxury, prestige, and style of the residents.41 In Arturo de Vivo’s
estimation, the trial of Asiaticus is highly pathetic and emblematizes Tacitus’ condemnation
of Claudius’ passivity and Messalina’s depravity, as the site where she also committed
adultery with the actor Mnester (Ann. 11.28.1).42 Claudius is unaware that the traces of
Mnester remain in the space; Messalina’s profaning of the cubiculum with an actor marked
a shift in the power balance of the space, and Claudius has lost mastery over the cubiculum.
Messalina works through her agents to ensure the destruction of Asiaticus and Poppaea; her
movements into and out of the cubiculum are vital to her success.
Through the trial of Asiaticus, Messalina asserts her authority over the cubiculum.
Tacitus illustrates that the cubiculum is not a neutral space, but rather one encoded with
moral and political meanings that can shift according to activity, time of day, and occupancy.
The imperial cubiculum cannot be defined as public or private, domestic or political, and
the question of accessibility remains active. Tacitus emphasizes who has access and who is
in control, beyond whether it was legal to hold a trial in that space.43 While Claudius and
Messalina are both spectators of Asiaticus’ defense and emotionally moved (commoto…
excivit), Messalina claims influence over the space through sightlines and movement.
Asiaticus presents his defense before Messalina’s eyes (coram), and she exits the room to
regain control, ordering Vitellius to follow through on her plan. Her orders, given while
exiting in order to cleanse herself of her emotional display (quibus abluendis), suggest
the importance of dynamic space and movement in the episode. Messalina exhibits her
mastery over the cubiculum through having access, observing and experiencing the trial
40
41

42
43

Riggsby 1997, 54.
Nissinen 2009; Anguissola 2010. In contrast to Riggsby 1997 and Anguissola 2010, who consider the cubiculum
as relatively private, Nissinen 2009, 92 concludes, “cubiculum gave a possibility for peace and privacy, though,
in practice, moving inside a house and accessing one’s bedroom was probably quite easy” (original italics).
De Vivo 2009, 19-23
Cf. Quintilian, “Place also frequently affects the quality, for the same action is not lawful or becoming in
all circumstances” (ad qualitatem quoque frequenter pertinent locus, neque enim idem ubique aut licet aut
decorum est, Inst. 5.10.40).
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within, and by her well timed exit. After leaving, she rushes (festinat) to the destruction of
Poppaea. Swift, decisive action complements quick motion as Messalina transitions from
the physical space of the cubiculum to the metaphorical space of destruction (ad perniciem).
Claudius remains unaware of Messalina’s orders: indeed, he asks Poppaea’s husband where
she is at their next dinner party (Ann. 11.2.2). Rather than a site of the emperor’s power, the
cubiculum becomes an emblem of Claudius’ ignorance and Messalina’s influence.44
After Asiaticus’ condemnation, the Horti Luculliani become an imperial
possession. Beard has noted that conceptually, horti conflate public and private, urbs
and rus (city and country), political and domestic space, and it is not always clear who
belongs there.45 Katharine von Stackelberg adds, “The Roman garden was neither wholly
public nor private; instead, it mediated between the domestic interior and venues of
public life, functioning as a space of transition.”46 These ambiguities allow Messalina to
redefine the horti according to her own agenda. On this reading, they are similar to the
imperial cubiculum. Messalina transforms the gardens into a symbol of her authority, and
situates herself within a tradition of emperors and their wives who utilize Republican horti
as extensions of the imperial domus.47 Gardens are effeminizing spaces, and the Horti
Luculliani are no exception.48 When they become an imperial possession, the gardens’
lengthy Republican aristocratic history gives way to Messalina and her desires.49 Messalina
considers the gardens as a space with potential for new possibilities in use and in meaning.
The gardens witness her actions within their walls and become a symbol of imperial power
and her authority as wife of Claudius and mother of his heirs. Her journeys through the city
invite a wider audience.
Moving the Domus
Messalina’s movements through Rome advertise her authority as she pushes the boundaries
of her public identity as the wife of the emperor.50 Timothy O’Sullivan has argued that
walking and other means of moving through the city provided an index of one’s personal
44
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Cf. Purves 2014 for a reading of bedrooms and other interior spaces in Herodotus’ Histories as viewed and
experienced
Beard 1998, 23-24.
Von Stackelberg 2009, 611.
On the connection between horti and imperial power see Boatwright 1998 and Beard 1998. Cf. Spencer 2010,
62-134 on villa estates (horti) as sites where power and culture were negotiated, and page 62 on these landscapes
as the “nexus of luxury, display, power, production, and cultivation.” On Messalina see von Stackelberg 2009,
602, “The Horti Luculliani concretize her political influence on the social topography of Rome and signal her
inversion of gender norms.”
Cf. Boatwright 1998, 71ff. on Latin historiography (Tacitus especially) as disproportionately presenting
imperial women and “womanly” men as owners and users of horti. Vespasian preferred to conduct business in
the Horti Sallustiani (Cass. Dio 66.10.4-5); by contrast, Trajan did not use horti as places of business (Pliny
Pan. 63; cf. Beard 1998, 30).
On the history of these gardens see von Stackelberg 2009, 597-601.
Von Stackelberg 2009, 607 observes, “The whole episode is saturated with movement between various
locations in and around Rome.”
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and social identity: walking was a “performance of identity” advertising gender and status,
delineating emperor from subject, masculine from effeminate and feminine movers, and
so on, and one’s entourage contributed to this performance.51 A woman’s gait was aligned
with other aspects of her identity and connected to societal expectations of gender roles:
as O’Sullivan demonstrates, “gait becomes a focal point for the judgment of female bodily
comportment, and indeed for the judgment of women themselves.”52 Paired with gestures
and clothing, a woman’s gait should be graceful and not ostentatious, advertising her sexual
modesty (pudicitia) rather than sexual availability (licentia). Tacitus’ Messalina displays
her social superiority, status, and power through her movements, as well as her licentia,
without the pomp of a state-sponsored procession. While other imperial wives such as
Livia participated in state-sanctioned pompae and religious processions, Messalina uses
her public appearances to reject the meaning of these state-sponsored displays.53 In Tacitus’
narrative, Messalina’s movements through space are just as important as her destinations,
and she and her entourage invite an audience for the spectacle. As she traverses the city, she
attacks the Roman institution of marriage, inverts gender expectations by actively pursuing
the beautiful object of her desire, and transfers an imperial dowry to his domus prior to
their marriage. She then goes through the motions of the marriage ritual and completion of
official marriage documents as the culmination of an elaborate performance. By redefining
paths through the city as expressions of immorality, Messalina ensures that her actions
enter into collective memory, rendering the senatorial decree of oblivio rendering the
senate’s decree consigning her to oblivion (oblivio) impossible to enact. Her display begins
during a public spectacle and ends in a final moment with her mother.
Tacitus introduces Messalina’s obsession with Silius in his account of the Troy
Games that featured both Britannicus and Nero: the populace favored Nero as the last
descendant of Germanicus and felt compassion for his mother Agrippina because of
Messalina’s brutality. Messalina took no action against Agrippina because she was
preoccupied, “with a new love that bordered upon madness” (novo et furori proximo
amore, Ann. 11.12.3). The object of her desire, Gaius Silius, was already married, and
Messalina herself had been married to Claudius for a decade and shared two children with
him. Messalina did not allow these relationships to alter her plans (Ann. 11.12.2-3):
nam in C. Silium, iuventutis Romanae pulcherrimum, ita exarserat, ut Iuniam
Silanam, nobilem feminam, matrimonio eius exturbaret vacuoque adultero
poteretur. neque Silius flagitii aut periculi nescius erat; sed certo, si abnueret,
51
52
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O’Sullivan 2011, 7.
See O’Sullivan 2011, 22-28 on walking like a woman; quote is from page 25.
See Brännstedt 2015 for an analysis of Livia’s public movements within Rome, including participation in
the funeral train of Drusus and triumph of Tiberius, religious processions, and daily movements while being
conveyed in a carpentum as reflective of her increasing political position.
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exitio et nonnulla fallendi spe, simul magnis praemiis, op<p>eriri futura et
praesentibus frui pro solacio habebat. [3] illa non furtim, sed multo comitatu
ventitare domum, egressibus adhaerescere, largiri opes honores; postremo, velut
translata iam fortuna, servi liberti paratus principis apud adulterum visebantur.
For she was so inflamed for Gaius Silius, the loveliest of Roman youth, that she
compelled him to divorce the noblewoman Junia Silana and took possession of a
free adulterer. Silius was not unaware of depravity or danger; but with death
certain if he refused and with some hope of escaping notice, and at the same time
with the rewards being great, he took solace in awaiting the future and enjoying
the present. She, not secretly but with a great retinue, frequented his domus,
attached herself to his outings, lavished wealth and honors; finally, just as though
fortune had already been transferred, slaves, freedmen, ancestral objects of the
emperor were seen at the home of the adulterer.
Messalina forces Silius to evict Junia Silana from her marriage and her domus and accept
her in Junia’s place.54 Tacitus uses conventional language of desire, equating her ardor to
feminine madness (furor) and noting that she “burned” for Silius (exarserat). In contrast to
her feminine lack of control, Messalina is the masculine, active pursuer of a superlatively
beautiful, youthful body (pulcherrimum) and takes possession of Silius (poteretur).55 Silius
has limited agency over his divorce and subsequent relationship, but he hopes that the
affair might escape the notice of the public (nonnulla fallendi spe). Instead, the affair is
more public and problematic than any of Messalina’s other sexual transgressions, for Silius
is a member of the elite and thus a potential political threat to the emperor. Since she
advertises the relationship outside of the imperial domus, the public knowledge of her
activities is more difficult to contain. Their relationship is visibly confirmed by Messalina’s
visits to Silius’ domus and her accompaniment of him on his excursions.
Messalina’s journeys to Silius’ domus are a repeated, public performance involving
multiple participants and spectators. Tacitus begins his account of the affair by juxtaposing
Messalina’s distracted state with the spectacle of the Troy Games. Messalina performs
an alternate spectacle, although one still intended to be seen by the public. Her retinue
frequents the path to Silius’ home and she attends him on other outings, crisscrossing the
cityscape and involving herself in Silius’ business. Tacitus notes that she accompanied
him on his excursions (egressibus adhaerescere), suggesting that she went to his private
domus as well as public places of business and politics, laying claim to spheres of power
beyond her authority even as the wife of the emperor. Her actions create an alternate mode
of commemoration that runs parallel to official spectacles and state-sponsored monuments.
54
55

Cf. Juv. 10.329-45; cf. Nappa 2010 on Silius as a victim of Messalina’s lust
Panoussi 2019b, 212-9 explores Messalina as an example of the trope of an older woman pursuing a younger
man, although she notes on page 212 that Messalina and Silius were about the same age.
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Monuments provide a visible means of constructing memory and exist within landscapes;
Messalina inserts herself into public spaces full of monuments to Rome’s past, asserting
her relevance to their continued meaning.
Although Tacitus does not mention her mode of transport, Messalina was unlikely
to have walked these paths. Elite women would have been carried in litters and Messalina
was honored with the use of a carpentum. This two-wheeled carriage carried the Vestal
Virgins and other religious figures during public festivals. Messalina received this privilege
at the same time she was allowed to sit with the Vestals in the theater.56 Livia was the only
imperial woman to use the carpentum before her, and Agrippina the Younger claimed its
use after she became Claudius’ next wife.57 The carpentum thus advertised the imperial
women’s status. It also played a significant role in two episodes of Rome’s history prior to
the principate. Tullia drove a carpentum over her father Servius’ dead body (Liv. 1.48.5-7),
and the lex Oppia prohibited women from its use. Jared Hudson juxtaposes these moments
to establish the role of the carpentum in the construction of Roman gender,58 and shows
that the carpentum, a state-sponsored vehicle, was “specifically built for looking at, like
the triumphal chariot,” but one which also facilitated women’s “reckless misbehavior.”59
Hudson concludes that the carpentum “stands in for, or helps to structure, the significant
passage from the roles of daughter to wife,” and “contributes towards patterning Roman
conceptions of domestic and public space, and women’s movement between them.”60 If she
took advantage of her right to this vehicle, Messalina misused the carpentum to advertise
adultery rather than religiosity, publicizing her transgressions though her privileged
conveyance. Her use of the carpentum abused both of Hudson’s conclusions: Messalina
rode in the vehicle from the home of one husband to another, rather than the home of her
father to that of her husband, and took an entourage and dowry with her, publicizing her
domestic concerns and redefining the path to Silius’ domus as both domestic and political
space. Messalina transferred slaves, freedmen, and objects signifying imperial power to
the domus of Silius, suggesting a symbolic transfer of power itself. The emperor’s paratus
presumably included objects inherited from the imperial ancestors, such as ancestral
busts, enemy spoils, and other emblems of success and honor.61 The presence of imperial
56
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Cass. Dio 60.22.2. Suetonius notes that she was allowed to ride in the carpentum during Claudius’ triumph of
44 CE (Suet. Claud. 17.3).
For Livia’s use of the carpentum see Cass. Dio 60.22.2; Suet. Cal. 15.1, Claud. 11.2; for Agrippina the Younger
see Ann. 12.42.2. Suetonius notes that an image of the deceased Agrippina the Elder was also carried in a
carpentum in a procession Gaius gave in her honor (Suet. Cal. 15.1).
Hudson 2016, 218 argues, “women in carpenta are either too dominant and threatening: too unlike women; or
too soft and luxurious: too much themselves. Or else, often, they are somehow both of these things at once.”
Hudson 2016, 218.
Hudson 2016, 233.
Furneaux 1896 vol. 2, 18 gives, “the household treasures.” For the possible inclusion of spoils in paratus,
compare Suetonius, “Then in addition a vast number of homes of venerable generals burned, still adorned
with enemy spoils” (tunc praeter immensum numerum insularum domus priscorum ducum arserunt hostilibus
adhuc spoliis adornatae, Nero 38.2).
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slaves and freedmen indicates a transfer of ownership and loyalty: these freedmen follow
Messalina rather than the emperor. Messalina attempts to invest Silius’ home with emblems
of imperial power and the symbolism of the Palatine domus, the seat of that power. The
movement of objects also represents her attempt to become a member of Silius’ domus,
providing a symbolic dowry without Claudius’ consent or even knowledge that he has
given away his wife.
In her journeys, Messalina brings together the concept of spectacle as a visual
experience intended to be witnessed and thereby enter into collective memory, as well
as landscape as the visible world filtered through human perception. Messalina asserts
herself in public, arguably claiming a role for herself in memory politics and the future
of the imperial household. Landscape is defined as a way of seeing the world:62 Tacitus’
Messalina sees the world differently. She imagines the imperial domus as a moveable space
and disassociates the emperor’s political power from this specific domestic locale. She
parodies a traditional marriage procession and claims the ability to move the center of
imperial power as part of her dowry. Messalina’s transfer of her domus, accompanied by her
provision of her own dowry, provides a prelude to her marriage to Silius. Silius decides that
marriage would be preferable to their present situation, and promises to adopt Britannicus
and that Messalina’s power will remain unaltered (Ann. 11.26.2).63 His promise implies a
political coup, but Messalina’s agreement, according to Tacitus, is not political, rather, “she
desired the name of marriage on account of the magnitude of the infamy” (nomen tamen
matrimonii concupivit ob magnitudinem infamiae, Ann. 11.26.3). Nomen, placed in first
position, suggests that the title of marriage is the matter of greatest concern. Messalina
seeks to subvert the traditional institution of marriage and redefine her matrimony as an
infamia. Rather than the noble goal of the virtuous, marriage becomes the ignoble goal of
morally corrupt adulterers. The perversion of ritual meaning stands in contrast to Claudius’
actions: Messalina waits until Claudius has departed to perform a sacrifice at Ostia before
staging a full marriage ceremony (cuncta nuptiarum sollemnia celebrat, Ann. 11.26.3).
Although Tacitus admits surprise that a marriage would take place between a consulelect and the emperor’s wife, he recounts the ceremony proceedings in full (Ann. 11.27):
Haud sum ignarus fabulosum visum iri tantum ullis mortalium securitatis fuisse
in civitate omnium gnara et nihil reticente, nedum consulem designatum cum
uxore principis praedicta die, adhibitis qui obsignarent, velut suscipiendorum
liberorum causa convenisse, atque illam audisse auspicum verba, subisse <vota>,
sacrificasse apud deos; discubitum inter convivas, oscula complexus, noctem
denique actam licentia coniugali. sed nihil compositum miraculi causa, verum
audita scriptaque senioribus trado.
62
63

Cosgrove 1984, 13.
On the legal problems of this adoption proposal see Levick 1990, 67.
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I am not unaware that it will seem fabulous that any mortal had so much
carelessness in a city aware of everything and keeping silent about nothing,
much more so that a consul designate joined with the wife of the princeps on a day
specified beforehand, with witnesses present to sign, as if for the sake of producing
children, and that she listened to the words of the marriage officials,64 took up
vows, sacrificed to the gods; that they banqueted among guests, there were kisses
and embraces, and finally the night spent in conjugal license. But nothing has been
composed for the sake of wonder; I record the reports and writings of the elders.
The marriage ritual is framed by Tacitus’ authorial commentary. He admits that his
narrative seems fabricated, but insists that multiple sources, oral and written, support his
account.65 The marriage ritual is relatively banal, and could describe almost any wedding.66
The various stages of the ritual are observed, and witnesses are present to sign an official
document, giving material proof of the marriage. In his parallel account, Suetonius reports
that Claudius signed a contract for the dowry on the grounds that the marriage was fake;
once he realized that a true marriage had taken place, he ordered Messalina put to death
(Suet. Claud. 26.2-3). In Tacitus’ narrative, at the end of the celebration the couple engages
in socially acceptable conjugal licentia, a detail that marks the difference between their
wedded state and previously adulterous licentia. Tacitus provides a straightforward
description of a ritual whose value is being overturned by its adulterous participants and
complicit observers. The ritual becomes an index of the depths of Messalina’s depraved
desires and loses meaning: rather than a cultural institution undertaken for the production
of legitimate children, marriage is equated with the height of infamy.
Vassiliki Panoussi has argued that women’s rituals provided a space where
women could become empowered by “laying claim to structures of authority or power
usually associated with the male domain.”67 As “an important vehicle for the construction
of Roman gender and national identity,” a wedding should benefit both society and the
state at large.68 Messalina’s marriage distorts the relationship between the imperial family
and others, eliding the distinction between the Julio-Claudians as a hereditary dynasty and
those who may contest their power. As the mother of potential imperial heirs, Messalina
had a vital role within the imperial domus. In her marriage to Silius and removal of a
dowry from her husband Claudius’ house, Messalina challenges the idea of marriage as
64
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In addition to ‘augur,’ an auspex is a person who witnesses the marriage contract and ensures that marriage
ceremonies are performed correctly (L&S s.v. auspex 2).
Fagan 2002 questions the historical accuracy of the marriage and considers whether it is intended as a
moralizing tale.
On the marriage ceremony see Treggiari 1991 and Hersch 2010; on the procession to the groom’s house see
Hersch 2010, 135-226. Panoussi 2019a, 17-21 provides a concise summary of the elements of a wedding.
Panoussi 2019a, 9
Panoussi 2019a, 12.
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a contractual bond between spouses, and re-envisions her duty to the dynasty.69 In her
dislocation of the domus, Tacitus’ Messalina demonstrates problems in considering the state
as an extension of the imperial domus.70 The location of Messalina’s marriage ceremony is
left unsaid, complicating our perception of the event. Tacitus fails to identify the location of
the ceremony, and we are left to wonder whether there was a procession from the imperial
domus to that of Silius to complete the incredible ritual. The lack of a specific location
adds a nebulous quality to the event, justifying Tacitus’ disbelief. Ambiguity operates on
the level of both landscape and ritual, challenging the entrance of the event into historical
memory. The proof relies on text rather than location. Tacitus records a traditional marriage
ceremony without assigning the ritual to a physical space. However, witnesses sign the
document proving the ritual occurred, consigning the marriage into history.
Through her marriage ritual and frequent journeys from the imperial domus to
the home of Silius, the emperor’s wife claimed the authority to transfer both the imperial
domus and the power of that household. Tacitus’ Messalina thus suggests that the following
claim is perverse: namely, that Rome is wherever the emperor is. Rather, she claims that
her maternal body is a signifier of Rome’s future: as the mother of potential imperial heirs,
she had a vital role within the imperial domus. Sandra Joshel identifies her simple logic:
“the man who holds the woman holds the power.”71 Messalina’s claim is confirmed by
the reaction of the personified imperial household to her marriage: the domus is horrified
(domus principis inhorruerat, Ann. 11.28.1). The horror is concentrated in those with
power (penes potentia, Ann. 11.28.1). In Tacitus’ verb choice (inhorruerat), there is a
certain slippage between the members of the household and the domus as an architectural
structure that has been physically shaken. The OLD presents the primary meaning of domus
as the building itself, but the TLL identifies the physical building versus the members of
the household as the core binary of domus.72 By presenting the domus as subject of an
emotive, evocative verb, Tacitus explores the overlapping nuances of the domus as both
structure and group of people. He establishes that the members of the imperial household
define its power, status, and public image. The domus fulfills the role of a human agent
in guiding the reader’s emotional reaction to events happening within its environs; as
a landscape for Messalina’s transgressions and the household’s responses, the domus
becomes a site that is at war with itself. In her analysis of Tacitus’ Batavian revolt, Leen
van Broeck argues that Tacitus endows the Rhineland landscape with its own agency
that works against the Romans.73 In Annals 11, Tacitus grants the imperial domus a
similar agency that creates a sense of urgency and dread among its members, particularly
69
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See Panoussi 2019b, 215.
On the state as an extension of the imperial domus see for example Severy 2003, 213-51, Milnor 2006, 47-93.
Joshel 1995, 73.
OLD ad domus 1 (the household is consigned to meaning number 6); TLL domus I proprie et corporaliter and
II cogitatur de dominis, habitatoribus.
Van Broeck 2018.

K

29

K

Claudius’ freedmen. Messalina thrives in places that she defines as part of her domus,
while Claudius remains ignorant of activities that take place there. By transforming the
domus into a witness of its own destruction, Tacitus also offers a subtle critique of the
concept of a hereditary dynasty on the whole. In his Histories, Tacitus contrasts the
Julio-Claudian domus with that of Galba: in his adoption speech to Piso, Galba notes
that Augustus sought a successor within his domus, while he looked for one in the state
(sed Augustus in domo successorem quaesivit, ego in re publica, Tac. Hist. 1.15). Tacitus’
Galba elides the difference between the Julio-Claudian domus as a physical location and
as a household by juxtaposing the domus with the res publica; unlike Augustus, he does
not consider the state as an extension of that domus and does not limit his search for a
successor to those living within its walls.
In calling attention to the ambiguities present in domus in the marriage of
Messalina, Tacitus heightens the drama at a critical juncture of his narrative. Throughout
Annals 11, Messalina has advertised her possession of the imperial domus by moving into,
out of, within, towards, and away from the space itself. Her marriage ceremony introduces
another nuance of the domus. In her unbelievable ritual, the Palatine domus emerges as
its own character and another potential victim of Messalina. The emperor’s wife makes
the domus shudder in horror by attempting to move its very foundations, the locus of
imperial power and the focal point of the empire.74 Tacitus exposes the vulnerability of the
imperial domus and the Julio-Claudian dynasty, questioning the permanence of the Palatine
domus as the center of imperial memory and Roman identity. He demonstrates that Roman
landscapes are not static, and that a single woman had the ability to destroy the sense of
inevitability in the perpetuity of the hereditary dynasty.
After Messalina’s marriage to Silius, the domus becomes an active stage on which
the freedmen and Messalina vie for power, and the emperor ironically has the least amount
of control. Claudius has been ignorant of his wife’s actions, but once the political situation
is compromised his freedmen consider it necessary to inform the emperor of his tenuous
position. While traveling back to Rome from Ostia, the freedman Narcissus acquaints
Claudius with the situation and advises the emperor not to reclaim his domus or the objects
that Messalina has transferred to Silius’ home (Ann. 11.30.2):
…nec nunc adulteria obiecturum ait, ne domum servitia et ceteros fortunae
paratus reposceret: frueretur immo his, <s>ed redderet uxorem rumperetque
tabulas nuptiales. ‘an discidium’ inquit ‘tuum nosti? nam matrimonium Silii vidit
populus et senatus et miles; ac ni propere agis, tenet urbem maritus.’
74

Cf. Ash 2007 on personified buildings in Histories 3. Ash 2007, 237 argues, “Tacitus deploys devices such as
personification of architectural structures selectively but at strategic moments, using Rome and her buildings
creatively as both victims and voyeurs within the text, and artfully switching between their identities as prosaic
structures of bricks and mortar on the one hand and emotive beacons of Roman identity on the other.”
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[Narcissus] said that he was not going to bring a charge of adultery, and [Claudius]
should not demand back the domus, slaves, and the other ornaments of fortune:
rather [Silius] should enjoy those, but return the wife and make the marriage
documents void. [Narcissus] said, “Do you recognize your divorce? For the
people and senate and soldiers saw Silius’ marriage; and unless you act quickly,
the husband holds the city.”
In the freedman’s perspective, the imperial possessions do not represent the power of the
emperor, but the marriage to Messalina does. The domus is not located in objects or stone,
but in the person of the emperor’s wife. Although Tacitus has represented Messalina as
apolitical in her furor for Silius, Tacitus’ Narcissus frames Messalina’s marriage as a political
maneuver whereby she and her children became members of a different physical domus,
but retained their status. Narcissus refers to Silius not by name but by position: Messalina’s
husband (maritus) is the one who has power in Rome. Claudius is so panicked by the report
that he questions his own position, wondering whether he still held imperium and whether
Silius was still his subject (ut identidem interrogaret, an ipse imperii potens, an Silius
privatus esset. Ann. 11.31.1). Claudius’ confusion reflects an overall anxiety of his reign
that began with his initial claims to power. Josiah Osgood has emphasized the necessity
for Claudius to lay claim to the Palatine complex immediately on the death of Caligula:
his occupation of Augustus’ domus assisted in symbolically and visually justifying his
accession.75 Messalina challenges the symbolic power of the Palatine complex as well as
the cubiculum. As is mentioned later in book eleven, the actor Mnester profaned the space
(histrio cubiculum principis insultaverit, Ann. 11.28.1).76 Messalina’s use of the bedroom
for adultery with an actor cheapens its sanctity as a space controlled by Julio-Claudian
men.77 Mnester’s transgression violates the imperial domus and the moral integrity of the
dynasty housed there.78 Messalina is responsible for political and sexual transgression in
the imperial cubiculum, for challenging the authority of the emperor in his own home, and
for questioning the symbolism of the imperial domus as the center of the Empire.
The Return of Claudius
When Claudius learns of the marriage, Messalina and Silius are celebrating a mock vintage
in an unspecified outdoor location, also identified as a domus (Ann. 11.31.2):
at Messalina non alias solutior luxu, adulto autumno simulacrum vindemiae
perdomum celebrabat. urgeri prela, fluere lacus; et feminae pellibus accinctae
adsultabant ut sacrificantes vel insanientes Bacchae; ipsa crine fluxo thyrsum
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Osgood 2011, 38.
Cf. The persecution of the couple that allowed Mnester and Poppaea to meet at their house (Ann. 11.4.1)
Cf. Joshel 1995, 72, “She turns the household into the street, conflating the imperial household and the imperial city.”
For Mnester’s self defense see Tac. Ann. 11.36.1-2.
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quatiens, iuxtaque Silius hedera vinctus, gerere cothurnos, iacere caput, strepente
circum procaci choro.
However, Messalina, never more loose in dissipation, with autumn ripe was
celebrating a mock vintage through the domus. Wine presses were stomped, vats
flowed; and women dressed in animal skins were leaping about like those making
a sacrifice or raving Bacchants; she herself shook a thyrsus, hair loose, and beside
her Silius, crowned in ivy; they wore the boots of tragedy, tossing their heads
surrounded by the noisy accompaniment of a shameless chorus.
It is unclear whether this is a garden belonging to the imperial household or to Silius.79 The
ambiguity is Tacitus’ point: Messalina is in transition between homes and husbands, and
the issue of political control is unresolved.80 The narrative discloses a crisis in epistemology
in which it becomes difficult to know the meaning of ritual and the location of imperial
power. The indeterminate space provides the nexus of not knowing: Messalina performs a
wedding in an undisclosed location and stages a mock vintage in a domus that we cannot be
sure we can locate. The domus juxtaposes evidence of human cultivation, such as the wine
press, with wildness in the uncontrolled Bacchic movements of its habitants: the landscape
is positioned between untilled nature and the carefully constructed urban environment,
reflecting Messalina’s own position as she begins to lose control over her followers as
well as the cityscapes and pathways she traversed with Silius. The Bacchic celebration is
not static, but moves through the space (per domum), as Messalina claims the domus as
her own and imprints her memory on the landscape through frenzied motion. Panoussi
argues that Tacitus depicts her Bacchic frenzy as “negating or destroying the household.”81
Uncontrolled, irreverent motion is thematic throughout the episode, from the vats of wine
to Messalina’s shaking thyrsus and flowing hair, to the raving Bacchant chorus; Silius is
the only one slightly constrained, his head bound by ivy (vinctus).82 The performance is
enhanced by a visual reminiscent of tragedy: through describing their costume, including
the iconic buskins of tragedy, Tacitus suggests an interplay with Euripides’ Bacchae and
the rituals depicted therein. As the culminating display of Messalina’s wantonness, Tacitus
aligns his narrative with the concerns surrounding the Bacchanalian affair of 186 BCE, as
narrated in Livy’s history (Livy 39.8-19). The Bacchanalian conspiracy targeted those who
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Koestermann vol. 3, 96 ad 11.31.2 follows Furneaux ad loc., arguing that this is the house of Silius; von
Stackelberg 2009, 608 points out that this domus could also be the imperial palace.
Panoussi 2019b, 215 argues, “The royal domus is determined by Messalina’s status as imperial wife, who is
free to exchange one husband for another.”
Panoussi 2019b, 215. Panoussi 2019b, 212-19 examines the episode as a demonstration of the distortion of
marriage through allusions to Vergil’s Dido and Amata, as well as Euripides’ Bacchae.
See Hutchinson 2020, 147-50 on movement verbs in the episode; Hutchinson differentiates between the
unified movement of the Bacchic dance and the diverse movements of the various parties after they learn of
Claudius’ approach.
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practiced rituals that implied sexual licentiousness; Livy links the foreign religion explicitly
to the authority of the state and demonstrates that it posed a challenge to state-controlled
religio.83 Messalina’s Bacchic performance represents a metaphor for her insurrection on
sexual, moral, and political levels. The imperial household shakes at the overt threat to
its symbolism as the center of political power, just as Euripides’ palace of Pentheus, but
it does not fall.84 Rather, the Bacchic revel breaks into chaos when Claudius’ approach
is announced and the celebrants scatter. Messalina departs for the gardens, Silius for the
Forum, and their followers into places public and private.
Claudius learns of his precarious situation while outside of Rome and far from the
imperial domus. Messalina, knowing from past experience that she is able to manipulate
Claudius if he sees her, attempts to meet him on the road from Ostia. She also orders
Britannicus and Octavia to be led to his embrace, and begs the chief Vestal, Vibidia, to
intercede on her behalf (Ann. 11.32.2). Sight and touch are intended to soothe Claudius’
anger, remind him of his love for his children, and result in forgiveness. Abandoned by all but
three companions, she crosses the city by foot and then rides in a garbage cart (Ann. 11.32.3):
atque interim tribus omnino comitantibus – id repente solitudinis erat – spatium
urbis pedibus emensa, vehiculo, quo purgamenta hortorum e<x>cipiuntur,
Ostiensem viam intrat, nulla cuiusquam misericordia, quia flagitiorum
deformitas praevalebat.
Meanwhile, with only three companions – such was her sudden solitude – she
traversed the length of the city on foot, and entered onto the road to Ostia in a cart
for the removal of garden refuse, no pity from anyone, since the baseness of her
adulteries had the most influence.
In order to meet Claudius on the road from Ostia, Messalina traveled the length of the
city, displaying her loss of fortune by her mode of transport and limited entourage.85 She
then would have exited the Servian Wall through the busy Porta Trigemina between the
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See Takács 2000.
See Henrichs 1978, 159 n.118 on Vettius Valens climbing a tree to observe the revel (Ann. 11.31.3) as an echo
of Euripides’ Pentheus at Bacchae 1061. Cf. La Penna 1975 on Valens and the Bacchants in light of Tacitus’
reference to Euripides.
Hutchinson 2020, 149 assumes the Bacchic revel took place in the gardens of Lucullus, located in the north
near the start of the Aqua Virgo, and that Messalina traversed the city by foot prior to riding in the garbage cart
once she reached the start of the Via Ostiensis in the south; he notes, “The cart for garden waste is naturally
taken to come from the Gardens of Lucullus, which she owns; if so, it was evidently too embarrassing a mode
of transport for the city, and has been brought separately.” O’Sullivan 2011, 65 argues, “Tacitus draws attention
to the connection between official escorts and the imperial family as an indication of the new modes of power
that result from the transition to monarchy. The rise and fall of Messalina’s political ambitions, for example,
are tracked through the size of her escort.”
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Aventine hill and the Tiber, near the Forum Boarium.86 Plautus notes the crowd of beggars
found just outside the gate (Plaut. Capt. 90). If this crowd persisted into the principate,
Messalina’s fallen fortunes are increasingly pathetic: rather than a wedding procession
through the city center in a carpentum accompanied by supporters or a Bacchic revel in
an outdoor domus, Messalina is conveyed out of town in a garbage cart past a group of
beggars. Her isolation becomes complete as she passes through this final exit and out of the
city she has claimed as her domus: her companions accompany her on foot to the city gate,
after which point she passes through the gate and transfers to the garbage cart, alone. The
significance of Messalina’s journey outside of the gates of Rome and the sacred boundary
(pomerium) depends upon her movements and mode of transport.
The road from Ostia, the site of Claudius’ potential final confrontation with
Messalina, becomes significant for its own indeterminate status: outside of the gates of
Rome, Messalina must vie with the freedman Narcissus for authority and the attention
of the emperor. When Messalina exited her cubiculum to ensure her desired outcome
at the trial of Asiaticus, she exerted authority and claimed ownership of that space. By
contrast, when Messalina exits the boundary of Rome, she enters a space over which she
has no authority. Within the city, Messalina controlled the sightlines, vectors, and paths
of engagement, managing the entrances and exits that invited audiences to observe her
activities; on the Ostian road, she lacks control over Claudius’ experience of topography.
Outside of the domus, she is deprived of power over the freedmen and her husband, the
members of the domus. The road contains no positive memories of Messalina, unlike the
cubiculum. Her solitude contributes to this sense of abandonment and misfortune. She fails
to master the road from Ostia, and her travels in the garbage cart become an index of her
loss of authority. Gregory Hutchinson notes the “hasty indignity” of the vehicle, especially
as compared to the honorary carpentum.87 As with much of her narrative, Messalina
rushes to accomplish her will, advertising her immorality by her inability to move with
the composure and modesty of an elite matron (matrona). Once she leaves the pomerium,
Messalina also moves from a civic space into a military space. She attempts to address
her husband in a space where power is negotiated and treaties formed prior to entering the
gates of Rome. She is denied a meeting with the nominal head of the opposing party, and is
forced to wage a “quasi-military campaign” against Narcissus instead.88 Ellen O’Gorman
has discussed the topos of a landscape impeding battle in narratives of war.89 In Annals 11,
rather than host a meeting with Claudius, the Ostian road becomes an agent in Messalina’s
demise: the freedmen avoid a true confrontation by capitalizing on the concept of a road as
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On the Via Ostiensis see Platner and Ashby 1929, 565-566; on the Porta Trigemina see Platner and Ashby
1929, 418.
Hutchinson 2020, 151.
On this phrase see von Stackelberg 2009, 607.
O’Gorman 1995, 127.
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a space designed to accelerate and facilitate movement between places. Neither party stops,
and Messalina is denied the attention of the one she seeks: the emperor.
The freedmen are aware of the ability of the senses to activate memory recall.
Claudius’ positive memories of Messalina are explicitly connected to his memories of their
children: the emperor wavers between condemning Messalina’s shamefulness (flagitia
uxoris), and recalling his marriage and young children (aliquando ad memoriam coniugii
et infantiam liberorum revolveretur, Ann. 11.34.1). The parallel phrases, memoriam
coniugii and infantiam liberorum, create a symmetry between Claudius’ memory of the
past and his concerns for the future. As Claudius wavers, his freedmen control his contact
with Messalina. When Messalina comes into view, the freedmen distract the emperor by
showing him records of her adulterous activities (codicilli), overwhelm her voice with
their own, and prevent Claudius from seeing his children (Ann. 11.34.2-3). Claudius, an
emperor-historian dependent upon textual evidence, finally accepts his wife’s transgressions
once provided with this written proof. By controlling his sightlines, the freedmen prevent
a confrontation. However, they remain aware of the danger if Claudius should meet his
wife in their shared domus and conjugal cubiculum. They recognize that Claudius’ attitude
towards Messalina depends upon material evidence such as the marriage documents, proof
of her motherhood in their shared children, and the specific site of the cubiculum. Tacitus’
Claudius exemplifies the particular crisis between memory and history noted by Nora,
who argued, “Memory attaches itself to sites, whereas history attaches itself to events.”90
Claudius’ positive memories of Messalina are tied to the cubiculum, but the emperor’s
opinion of his wife is challenged by documentary evidence of an event – her marriage to
another. By moving the domus, Messalina unwittingly dismantled the locus of Claudius’
amor. Her misreading of the emperor’s perspective continues after their missed encounter
on the Via Ostiensis.
After failing to attract Claudius’ gaze, Messalina journeys to the Horti Luculliani,
while Narcissus orders Claudius to be taken to Silius’ home, where he shows him Republic
and imperial possessions weighted with ancestral memory (Ann. 11.35.1):
patefieri domum adulteri atque illuc deduci imperatorem iubet. ac primum in
vestibulo effigiem patris Silii consulto senatus abolitam demonstrat, tum quicquid
avitum Neronibus et Drusis in pretium probri cessisse.
[Narcissus] ordered that the home of the adulterer be thrown open and that the
emperor be led there. And first, in the vestibule he pointed out a statue of Silius’
father, banned by decree of the senate, and then that she had handed over the
ancestral possessions of the Nerones and Drusi, the price of disgrace.
90

Nora 1989, 22.
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The presence of objects significant to several gentes is striking: Silius’ father is honored
with a likeness, despite the senatus consultum ordering the removal of his images.91 The
existence of his effigies is a political maneuver in itself, and a testament to the uneasy
transition from Republic to principate. By contrast, the possessions of the Nerones and Drusi
are present as a substitute dowry, the “price of disgrace” for Messalina’s shamelessness and
Silius’ complicity (in pretium probri).92 Quicquid fails to specify the precise nature of the
inherited objects: their significance lies in the fact that they belong to Claudius’ family line,
not to Messalina’s Julian gens. The objects suggest a transfer of Claudius’ imperial ancestry
and inherited power to the home of Silius. They confront the emperor with Silius’ political
aspirations and create confusion: Silius’ home simultaneously harbors memories of the
princeps and of a condemned political traitor. Is this the home of a renowned Republican
family, or the center of the empire and imperial power?93 Claudius’ reaction to seeing his
ancestral objects in Silius’ home confirms the primacy of visual evidence for the emperor:
the display so incenses Claudius that they immediately journey to the barracks, where
Silius offers no defense and prays for a swift death (Ann. 11.35.2).
Claudius’ need for visual proof parallels Tacitus’ need as historian for documentary
evidence. He admits that Messalina’s marriage will seem unbelievable to his audience, but
insists that he has oral and written accounts (verum audita scriptaque senioribus trado,
Ann. 11.27.1). Tacitus’ Narcissus refers to the marriage contract (tabulae nuptiales) and the
presence of witnesses in order to convince Claudius of his divorce (Ann. 11.30.2). While
on the road from Ostia, Narcissus distracts Claudius with a written history of Messalina’s
infidelities (codicillos libidinum, Ann. 11.34.2). Narcissus attempts to replace Claudius’
memories of Messalina and their shared bedroom with a parallel history of Messalina’s
crimes. The written evidence offers a counterpoint to Claudius’ experiences in his imperial
domus, and the emperor-historian seeks the comfort of this familiar locale to consider his
next move.
Narcissus’ efforts to control Claudius’ memory are threatened by the imperial domus
as the locus of Messalina’s authority. When Claudius returns to the imperial domus, he gives
the order to call the wretched woman (misera) to present herself the next day (Ann. 11.37.2):
nam Claudius…iri iubet nuntiarique miserae (hoc enim verbo usum ferunt)dicendam
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See Roller 2018, 237 on the connection between the elite domus and social power in which certain features
such as imagines symbolized the “continuity of the owner’s lineage and sociopolitical power that his family
had exercised over time.” The elite domus “articulated its owner’s relationship to his family and ancestors,
peers and supporters, dependents and slaves, in ways that underpinned his claims to social power and prestige,”
(Roller 2018, 237).
Joshel 1995, 60 notes that these objects are “family signs” that “have been degraded by becoming the price of
scandal.”
Joshel 1995, 70 observes, “A wife’s desire creates a crisis in the very geography of imperial power. Who is
citizen and who emperor? Which house is the imperial domus?”
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ad causam postera die adesset. quod ubi auditum et languescere ira, redire amor ac,
si cunctarentur, propinqua nox et uxorii cubiculi memoria timebantur.
For Claudius…ordered that someone go and announce to the wretched woman (for
they report the use of this word) that she be present to state her case on the following
day. Which, when it was heard, anger growing faint, love returning and, if they
delayed, the approaching night and memory of the uxorial bedchamber were feared.
The term misera, Tacitus notes, is present in his sources. Claudius’ desire to see and hear his
wife indicates that Claudius’ amor for Messalina has not disappeared completely. This amor
is associated with Claudius’ memories of the uxorial bedchamber (uxorii cubiculi memoria).
Emotion, memory, and location are intertwined in this specific locus, and the freedmen
recognize that Messalina’s authority may return if she reenters the imperial domus. Fearing
that Claudius’ amor will replace his anger, Narcissus orders her death instead.
Messalina’s end confirms that specific loci activate Claudius’ memory, while
Messalina understands space differently. The emperor’s wife attempts to control the
meaning of significant spaces through movement, from her utilization of the cubiculum to
her journey to meet Claudius on the road from Ostia. However, by traversing the city on
foot and then in a garbage cart, rather than in a litter or carpentum, Messalina advertises her
loss of control. When the freedman Euodus finds her in the gardens, her body is sprawled
on the ground, her mother Lepida by her side (fusam humi, Ann. 11.37.3). Tacitus’ liquid
metaphor imagines Messalina’s body poured out on the ground, becoming a part of the
space itself. The participle forms a fitting conclusion to Messalina’s relationship with
Silius, which was initiated when Messalina “flowed out into untried lusts,” (ad incognitas
libidines profluebat, Ann. 11.26.1). On the advice of her mother she attempts to commit
suicide, but is ineffectual in moving the blade against her neck and must be dispatched by
a tribune’s sword (tunc primum fortunam suam introspexit ferrumque accepit, quod frustra
iugulo aut pectori per trepidationem admovens ictu tribuni transigitur, Ann. 11.38.1).
Messalina, a master of movement rather than introspection (introspexit), fails in her final
movement and thereby confirms her irredeemable immorality (sed animo per libidines
corrupto nihil honestum inerat, Ann. 11.37.4). The Horti Luculliani provide the stage for
Messalina’s death, and there is a certain poetic justice in the fact that Messalina dies in
the gardens that she killed to possess.94 The body is given to her mother, and Messalina
disappears from view (corpus matri concessum, Ann. 11.38.1).95
Messalina’s absence from the imperial domus dictates Claudius’ reaction. Claudius
94
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Cf. Beard 1998, 27.
See Mastellone 2004, 544 on the sacrificial aspect in Messalina’s mode of death as comparable to that of
Polyxena; Mastellone argues that Messalina is both at fault and a victim at the same time, and that her failed
suicide is not heroic.
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is informed of her death during dinner, and makes no response: rather, he continues with
his party and shows no emotion in the following days, not even when he observes his
grieving children (Ann. 11.38.2-3). Tacitus adds, “The senate helped his forgetting by
decreeing that her name and image must be removed from private and public places,”
(iuvitque oblivionem eius senatus censendo nomen et effigies privatis ac publicis locis
demovendas. Ann. 11.38.3). Commemorative devices including monuments and statues
gave a materiality to memory, guiding and provoking memory in the viewer.96 They
presented a vision of the past that was preserved as well as manipulated by those in power.
Maurice Halbwachs placed emphasis on the physical setting of memory, arguing that
memory is localized in both objects and places.97 As Susan Alcock notes, monuments “live
within a wider matrix of human activity; they are set within a landscape.”98 Landscapes,
monuments, and memories are not fixed in meaning and lie vulnerable to attack: memory
sanctions illustrate the opportunity for both disturbance and stability.99
The senate’s decree of oblivio demanded a revision of visual evidence and
was intended to erase the public memory of the condemned. Roman memory sanctions
included the removal, replacement, transformation, or destruction of honorific statuary
and inscriptions.100 The removal of images of an imperial family member could allow
the domus Augusta to maintain its dynastic integrity.101 Corollary to the “cancellation” of
one emperor or his wife was the advent of his or her successor: sculptures were re-cut or
replaced to indicate the transfer of power from one man to the next.102 Messalina is the first
imperial woman for whom there is sculptural evidence that has arguably been re-carved.103
Portrait sculptures of Messalina do not appear on any extant monuments, but evidence
of her original presence remains.104 Her image has been removed and/or replaced with
Agrippina the Younger on several dynastic monuments.105

See Alcock 2002, 19, 28.
Halbwachs 1992, 200.
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Alcock 2002, 30.
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See Alcock 2002, 30.
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Varner 2001, 41 gives a concise overview of the different types of actions included in a decree of damnatio.
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Cf. Varner 2004, 2, “Cancellation of a bad emperor’s identity and accomplishments from the collective
consciousness was one of the fundamental ideological aims of damnatio in the imperial period.”
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Rose 1997, 41 notes three extant public inscriptions at Lindos, Lepcis Magna, and Arneae that originally had
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Messalina’s Memory
Messalina’s damnatio memoriae has particular relevance for Claudius, an emperor overtly
invested in honoring his ancestors in order to legitimize his place as emperor and his hopes
for his descendants: his willingness to forget Messalina shows an attempt to control the
collective memory of the transgressive empress without harming the dynastic potential of
her children. Tacitus revives Messalina after the senatus consultum ordering the removal
of her name and images from public view. Although Tacitus implies that the senatorial
decree was intended to aid Claudius’ forgetfulness specifically, it has wider implications
for Messalina’s public memory. The senatus consultum implies that Messalina’s name and
image were meant to disappear from view, from public and private discourse, and from
collective memory. Claudius demonstrates a willingness to cast his wife into oblivion and
thereby provides a model for all Romans for the erasure of Messalina’s memory. Tacitus’
record of Messalina’s memory sanctions illustrates the interconnected nature of physical
and textual monumentality, the process of damnatio memoriae, memory, and landscape as
space filtered through the human perspective.
Claudius’ reaction and the senate’s vote provide a combined attempt at memory
control. However, Messalina’s memory impacted the remainder of Claudius’ reign and
the future of the principate. Whereas the emperor acts as if he has actually forgotten
his wife, her death causes a shift in the imperial domus. With the death of Messalina,
the imperial household is rent apart (caede Messalinae convulsa principis domus, Ann.
12.1.1). This phrase opens Annals 12 and continues Tacitus’ account of 48 CE. Convulsa
suggests a violent upheaval in which the domus has been wrested from its position.
The participle implies movement, from shaking or tottering to complete destruction.106
While her marriage to Silius caused the imperial domus to tremble (domus principis
inhorruerat, Ann. 11.28.1), her death causes its dismantling. When Agrippina the
Younger replaces Messalina as Claudius’ wife, the domus is overthrown. Messalina’s
marriage to Silius endangered Claudius’ position as emperor but supposedly maintained
Britannicus’ position as the imperial heir, but Messalina’s death caused the disruption
of the Claudian line in preference for the Julian gens, represented by Agrippina and her
son Nero.
Tacitus directly compares Messalina and Agrippina in introducing Agrippina’s
control over the imperial domus and the state.107 Rome served both women, but while
Messalina’s was a rule through caprice, Agrippina demanded a strict and almost manly
servitude (Ann. 12.7.3):
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On Agrippina as a more corrupt version of Messalina for her dismantling of Roman ideas of motherhood, see
Panoussi 2019b, 220-2.
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versa ex eo civitas et cuncta feminae oboediebant, non per lasciviam, ut Messalina,
rebus Romanis inludenti. adductum et quasi virile servitium: palam severitas ac
saepius superbia; nihil domi impudicum, nisi dominationi expediret. cupido auri
immensa obtentum habebat, quasi subsidium regno pararetur.
From that moment it was a changed state, and all things obeyed a woman who
played with the affairs of Rome not through licentiousness, as Messalina. It was
a tight-drawn, almost masculine servitude: in public, there was austerity and not
infrequently arrogance; at home, no trace of unchastity, unless it contributed to
power. Her boundless desire for gold was maintained, as if she were preparing
resources for rule.
Versa continues Tacitus’ metaphors of movement and turning: while convulsa suggested
that the domus was overthrown, versa identifies Agrippina as the woman that accomplished
its reorientation. Domus and state are aligned in this reorientation and new state of
servitude. Messalina’s authority was sexual in nature and her desires aimed at a love object,
but Agrippina’s power is defined as domination and both her adulteries and desire for
gold serve that aim. And while Messalina acted in public, traversing the city and moving
imperial objects to a new domus, Agrippina demonstrates that the domus does not need to
be physically moved in order for the power balance to shift and for the emperor’s wife to
take command. The memory of Messalina thus informs the introduction of Agrippina into
the domus and assists in the definition of its reorientation, despite the fact that the emperor
remains the same. Both Agrippina and Messalina toyed with the Roman state, but with
different goals. Each woman is shameless, but whereas Messalina’s actions ended with
a new marriage, Agrippina’s adulteries are a means of gaining greater political control.108
Hindsight allows Tacitus to assess Agrippina as a more domineering, masculine ruler than
Messalina: by placing his conclusions at the beginning of Annals 12 and continuing the
sense of a dislocated domus in the evaluation of Narcissus, he invites his reader to interpret
Agrippina’s movements and the symbolism of the Palatine domus in light of Messalina.
Agrippina’s reorientation of the imperial domus manifests when she uses the
memory of Messalina in order to persecute those who were loyal to the former wife of
Claudius or her children. One of Agrippina’s first acts as empress is to ensure the betrothal
of Nero to Octavia, and the freedmen support her intentions out of fear that Britannicus may
attempt to avenge his mother’s death (Ann. 12.9.2). Agrippina then controls the personnel
in the imperial domus. In 51 CE she removes Lusius Geta and Rufrius Crispinus from
their positions in the Praetorian Guard, “whom she believed mindful of Messalina and
completely devoted to her children” (quos Messalinae memores et liberis eius devinctos
108
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credebat, Ann. 12.42.1). During his reign, Nero makes a display of clemency and restores
Plautius Lateranus, one of the men exiled for adultery with Messalina (Ann. 13.11.1), and
Publius Suillius attempts to defend himself against various crimes by attesting that he was
acting on Messalina’s orders (Ann. 13.43.4). Nero, citing evidence from Claudius’ personal
commentarii, identifies Messalina as the controlling force behind his crimes. Messalina
is not mentioned by name, but rather by the epithets saeviens and impudica.109 Suillius
served as Messalina’s chosen “minister of atrocities,” and his trial reminds the reader of
Messalina’s authoritative role in Claudius’ court. This is the final reference to Messalina
in the Annals. Tacitus’ identification of Messalina as savage and unchaste summarizes
the two main qualities she is impugned for after her death. He implies that Messalina
continued to have a presence in imperial memory and the imperial family’s perspective on
the authority of women and its public expression. Far from forgotten, Messalina’s memory
gains relevance as profitable comparative material and is reinterpreted by her successors.
Messalina’s death and the overthrow of the imperial domus come full circle
at the end of Annals 12. Although he supported Agrippina’s accession, the freedman
Narcissus eventually turns against her and opposes her destruction of Domitia Lepida in
54 CE, although he knows it spells his own ruin. He recalls the convulsion (convulsa) of
the domus and admits, “the whole domus is overthrown by the plots of the stepmother, a
greater scandal than if I had remained silent concerning the shamelessness of the prior
wife. However shamelessness is still present now, with Pallas as adulterer, and no one
should doubt that she holds honor, shame, the body, everything more paltry than rule,” (at
novercae insidiis domum omnem convelli, maiore flagitio, quam si impudicitiam prioris
coniugis reticuisset. quamquam ne impudicitiam quidem nunc abesse Pallante adultero, ne
quis ambigat decus pudorem corpus, cuncta regno viliora habere. Ann. 12.65.2). Narcissus
finally recognizes the monumental impact of his destruction of Messalina and promotion
of Agrippina, echoing the dislocation of the domus after Messalina’s death (convulsa
principis domus, Ann. 12.1.1) and its wholesale destruction due to the machinations of
Agrippina (domum omnem convelli). Narcissus’ observations continue the metaphor of
displacement and movement of the Palatine domus.
After the death of Claudius, the domus shifts again: even before the great fire
and the building of the Domus Aurea, Tacitus records that Nero, “arranged entertainments
in public places and used the whole city as if it were his home,” (Ipse…publicis locis
struere convivia totaque urbe quasi domo uti, Ann. 15.37.1). The emperor imprinted his
own memory on Rome through transforming it into one big imperial possession, a domus
that was not wholly inside or outside, public or private, urban or rural.110 The Domus Aurea
“Then by alleging the orders of Messalina, the defense wavered: for why was no other man chosen to offer
his voice to that shameless, savage woman?” (tum iussa Messalinae praetendi et labare defensio: cur enim
neminem alium delectum, qui saevienti impudicae vocem praeberet? Ann. 13.43.4).
110
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opened interior, private spaces to view and invited observers into a relationship with the
imperial domus hitherto off-limits. Nero’s expansion of the domus to include the entire
city forms a fitting conclusion to Messalina’s use and misuse of imperial spaces and the
cityscape of Rome. Messalina allowed the whole city to peer into her cubiculum, making
her desires visible to any who wished to see. She advertised her control by moving through
the city with an entourage, until she lost control and was forced to traverse the city on
foot and exit the urban setting in a garbage cart alone. Messalina’s loss of fortunes can
be charted in her paths across the city and modes of transport, as well as in her observing
audiences. Tacitus uses Messalina to explore the connection between memory and space
in historiography, while also bringing to light her relevance for his critique of hereditary
dynasty. Messalina cannot be excised from the Julio-Claudian dynasty or from the Annals;
rather, her movements during life and her lasting influence after death imprinted the
dynasty - and Tacitus’ record of it - with her indelible memory. In Annals 11, Messalina
challenges the concept of a domus as a clearly defined or confining space, using the domus
to advertise the ways in which she challenged moral, political, and domestic boundaries
and expectations for imperial mothers. Her transgressions occur in the interior of the
cubiculum, the transitional space of the garden, the pathway to Silius’ home, and through
the city and the gate to the Ostian road. Tacitus utilizes the word domus expansively in her
narrative, suggesting that Messalina redefines spaces as domestic landscapes over which
she has control. Nero’s transformation of the domus completes the message of Tacitus’
Messalina: there is no stable position for the imperial domus, and no way to completely
control the memory of its members.
Conclusion
In his Annals, Tacitus meditates on the fixity of the imperial domus and the vulnerability of
the dynasty housed there. Messalina presents an exemplary candidate for this exploration
in her public movements through the city, her attempt to relocate the imperial domus, and
her posthumous damnatio memoriae that resulted in the removal of her images from public
view. Imperial women who were condemned on moral grounds present powerful examples
of the emperor’s successes and failures in memory control.111 Messalina’s performances
ensure that her manipulation of space will be recorded and remembered, despite the
senatus consultum against her memory. From the intimate space of the cubiculum to the
semi-private gardens, the path to Silius’ home to the road to Ostia, Tacitus’ Messalina
invites readers to consider how space is utilized and experienced rather than merely
viewed, challenging readers to reflect on space as an expression of power. By moving
through Rome and sites significant to the imperial domus, Messalina contributes to the
meaning of each space, questioning the boundaries between public and private, domestic
111
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and political, and extending the symbolism of the imperial domus and the cubiculum over
which she held authority as imperial mother. In Annals 11, Tacitus demonstrates how space
becomes landscape – the visible world filtered through the human perspective, which gains
significance through human interaction and use. Ambiguity is central to Tacitus’ references
to the domus, from the cubiculum to the locations of Messalina’s wedding and Bacchic
revelry. Ambiguity also connects the themes of landscape and memory to the imperial
domus, which serves as both landscape and site of memory in Tacitus’ text.
Tacitus’ narrative of Messalina reflects the author’s rejection of memory sanctions
and other forms of memory control, and demonstrates the inability of either Messalina or
the senate to control her posthumous memory. While Claudius seems willing to forget
his wife, others remember her and continue to be influenced by her memory after her
murder. The senate removed Messalina’s visible appearance as a dynastic mother from
cultural memory; however, the landscape remains instilled with the memory of Messalina
and the former appearance of her statues and monuments. Individual memories, as well as
Messalina’s lasting reputation, remain open to further interpretation and reflection. Through
memorializing Messalina in his text, Tacitus shows that an individual cannot control his or
her posthumous memory, nor can the senate control the memory of a public figure. Tacitus
prompts readers to contemplate the dynamic nature of memory, particularly in the evaluation
and reevaluation of the Julio-Claudian dynasty by different audiences at different times.
Messalina’s memory changes over time, and Tacitus records the impressions of those who
do not follow the precepts of the senate or the example of Claudius. Tacitus celebrates the
flexibility of historiography to represent different nuances in Messalina’s memory that are
not easy to represent through honorific images. He suggests that Messalina’s death, not her
remarriage to Silius, caused the collapse of her domus. Agrippina the Younger replaced
Messalina in the imperial household and on dynastic monuments, and unwittingly caused
the Julio-Claudian domus to fall.
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BOOK REVIEWS
Tonio Hölscher, Visual Power in Ancient Greece and Rome: Between Art and Social
Reality. Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2018. Pp. 426. Cloth (ISBN 978-0520-29493-6) $49.95.
It would be impossible to overstate the importance of this sophisticated and
powerful book, based on the author’s 2007 Sather Lectures. For while the approach and
many of the ideas here may be familiar from his other work, most famously, his landmark
Römische Bildsprache als semantisches System (Heidelberg 1987 = The Language of
Roman Images, Cambridge 2004), it is here that they receive by far their fullest and most
forceful elaboration, as Tonio Hölscher proposes to fit virtually all of ancient art into one
coherent system, across time and space.
This system makes two fundamental assumptions, outlined in the Introduction,
each posing a specific challenge to the methods of art history, even despite the field’s
recent social, spatial, and other “turns.” First, art (the world of images) and reality (or, to
use Hölscher’s term, the Lebenswelt [‘lifeworld’]), should not be viewed as opposites, or
distinct spheres of activity, since both are perceived visually and ascribed meaning in the
same highly subjective ways. Real life, in other words, is itself an image. And second, at
the same time, all images in pre-modern societies had their own life force and autonomy.
The intensive “metalevel” viewing inherent to art history had no place in antiquity, where
one saw and was seen, even by those entities which we today would consider works of art.
In sum, the “culturally stamped” (9) Lebenswelt, together with the images that were its
agents, framed and shaped the experiences of social life to an extraordinarily high degree,
whether in Archaic Greece or Imperial Rome.
Each of the six chapters focuses on a particular aspect of ancient visual culture,
beginning with a discussion of space (Ch. 1), “the basic dimension of the Lebenswelt, in
which social life develops” (16). Three main ways in which space was given meaning
are explored: one, the mutually reinforcing interaction between “experienced space” (how
it was perceived in real life) and “conceptual space” (how it was imagined or ordered
mentally, which in antiquity was consistently as a series of concentric zones radiating
outward from an urban center and governed by a powerful inside/outside distinction);
two, the intentional formation of space through monumental architecture; and three, the
stage-like fashioning of space through religious ceremonies and other communal activities,
which aimed at presenting real life like a picture and the human actors performing their
social roles as “living images” (1 [and passim]) within it. This is the book’s densest chapter,
both because it covers so much ground—from the topographies of Attika and Rome to the
depictions of ceremonies on imperial reliefs—but also because it lays out so much of the
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theoretical groundwork, with the interaction between conceptual and experienced space
providing a crucial analogue for Hölscher’s overarching thesis about art and reality, both
equal players in creating the experience of the Lebenswelt.
The focus of Chapter 2 is memory, a topic that has obviously been much discussed,
making the freshness and clarity of the ideas presented here all the more invigorating.
Hölscher begins with an impassioned reminder, one which deserves reading well outside
the walls of academe, that the whole notion of “historical identity” is a deeply dangerous
one, not only in antiquity but in any period, including today. Conscious references to a
specific historical past, whether by an individual or a society, are, by definition, extremely
narrow and selective; asserting a claim of uniqueness and superiority, they are inherently
aggressive to other identities, and thus always have the potential to create conflict. Some
ancient monuments did weaponize the past in just this way (such as at Olympia and Delphi,
as poleis raced to assert patriotic glory following the Persian Wars). Others, however, were
not as retrospective as often thought, but were essentially “presentic: that is, more or less
neutral toward time” (101). Augustan visual culture, to take a prime example, exploited
the Classical style not because it looked backward 450 years to a small Greek polis, but
because it was appropriate for communicating certain contemporary values (namely,
dignitas, gravitas, maiestas). Accordingly, Hölscher proposes a new theoretical model
distinguishing between these two categories of memory, which are then mapped onto the
topographies of Athens and Rome. On the one hand, there were monuments that privileged
descent from a recognized set of ancestors and/or specific territory, and were therefore
highly exclusive and, potentially, combative. On the other, there were sites or places that
commemorated the community’s paradigmatic models, valued for their ethical qualities or
achievements, and were therefore much more inclusive.
Chapter 3 turns to living protagonists of the Lebenswelt, with the specific goal of
explaining the conceptual place of the individual in ancient portraiture. For while earlier
theories, which saw the portrait as a realistic document of an individual’s appearance and
character, have rightly been rejected, Hölscher argues that the current emphasis on the
portrait as an expression of political and social roles has swung the pendulum too far the
other way. If the portrait was only an expression of cultural norms, why was any effort at all
made to render individual faces distinctive and unique? This, too, is resolved by returning
to his foundational premise concerning art and reality. After all, individuals intentionally
style their appearance in both spheres—through their dress, hairstyle, gestures, attitude,
etc.—to communicate their social roles. Portraits of Alexander show him clean-shaven
and long-haired because this was the look he actually cultivated, advertising himself as a
youthful, dynamic hero-leader, in contrast to the mature (and bearded) authority figures
of the past. By the same token, Perikles and Augustus were represented with calm and
dignified expressions because they presented themselves so to the public. While not
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totally “realistic” in our sense of the word, the portrait did correspond in its most basic
features to social reality. At the same time, the rise of the portrait should be attributed not
to an antithesis between individual and ideal, but to a desire to distinguish the individual,
who embodied collective values in a unique and extraordinary way, from the rest of his
community. Hölscher puts it neatly: “Persons of great distinction are ‘distinct’ ” (201).
In Chapter 4, he continues to contest the idea that art transcends, or is somehow
“more than,” reality; instead, we should take seriously ancient authors’ insistence that art
was fundamentally mimetic. An image of an object (unlike a word) is, after all, inextricably
linked to its “essential traits” (208). And while ancient images do not—in fact, cannot—
represent every single aspect of an objective reality, they do aim at a “conceptual realism”
(215), in which partial aspects of reality (those judged most meaningful) are selected
and concretized, just as in real life we attend to some features and experiences of the
Lebenswelt more than others. Thus, for instance, the predilection for representing hoplite
warfare as pairs locked in single combat, rather than phalanxes, is explained: it captured
the predominant psychological experience of the real-life warrior, whose helmet, by
narrowing his field of vision, prevented him from seeing his fellow soldiers on either side,
effectively forcing him into an isolated fight with his opponent. The remarkable result of
this approach is to show how all ancient art, regardless of style (Archaic, Classical, veristic,
etc.), was “realistic,” not aiming at a single perfectly objective reality, from which it might
deviate more or less, but at representing whichever conceptual realities society sought to
emphasize at a given period.
Viewing and the role of the viewer are the focus of the final two chapters. In Chapter
5, Hölscher is at pains to emphasize the differences between the experience of encountering
art today, primarily through spaces that foster subjective and intense contemplation (books
and museums), and in antiquity, when images were always displayed in social places, public
or private, with a social function. Specifically, they made present persons and objects, who
could not otherwise be there: gods, heroes, deceased family members, and distinguished
individuals. Their aesthetic qualities linked, but always subordinate to, the collective
values they incorporated, images were active, contributing members of the “conceptual
community” (264) in ideal form. Consequently, viewing images was neither an act of
spectating nor of creative interpretation, but one of participation: viewers simultaneously
exposed and assimilated themselves to images, in ways that were much more corporeal
than intellectual.
The volume concludes with a short but captivating discussion of decor (Ch. 6),
which Hölscher argues also had its own power and autonomy. Rich ornamentation, highquality workmanship, precious metals, and, especially, figurative representations were all
used to produce “an atmospheric ‘visual sound’” (331), which in turn amplified the cultural
value of a given space, building, or object. Viewers might attend to this visual sound
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carefully or partially, or tune it out completely. Similarly, images and iconic programs
could be placed high above the viewer’s head and out of sight, as on the Parthenon frieze
or Trajan’s Column, or make little or no attempt to inform the viewer on the decorated
objects of normal life (like the notoriously unhelpful inscriptions on Athenian vases, or the
complex, small-scale imagery of Roman coins). Decoration, like all imagery, had a crucial
role to play simply by being present: to stamp the Lebenswelt with meaning.
As with all his writing, Hölscher wears his immense learning lightly, distilling
the most complex ideas, his own and others’, into crystalline prose, and his arguments
here are elegantly supported by nearly 200 maps, plans, diagrams, and photographs. To
experience the full thrust of his arguments, one ideally should read this book from start to
finish, though one of its most exciting aspects—how it injects new vigor into subjects one
thinks one knows well, like Pierre Nora’s concept of lieux de mémoire (Ch. 2) or the rise
of the portrait (Ch. 3)—is equally available at the level of each individual chapter. But it is
the sheer scope of this book, together with the richness of its material, that makes it difficult
to think of a parallel, at least from the field of ancient art history. Indeed, its reach feels
all the more refreshing given the current emphasis on individual specialization, although
this will inevitably invite criticism from some—as much as for what has been left out, as
for the actual content. Here, I would note that, overall, the evidence is weighted somewhat
more heavily toward Greece than Rome, presumably explained by the fact that Hölscher’s
system privileges a homogeneity of image-makers and viewers (“the community”), which
is easier to accept for some periods (like 6th century Athens) than for others (e.g., Imperial
Rome). Nevertheless, with this book, he has given us a compelling and coherent theoretical
model, applied across a staggeringly wide range of genres and historical periods, which
must play a crucial role in the study of visual culture for years to come.
Nicole G. Brown
Williams College

Jacqueline de Romilly, The Life of Alcibiades: Dangerous Ambition and the Betrayal of
Athens, translated by Elizabeth Trapnell Rawlings. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
2019. Pp. 228. Cloth (ISBN 978-1-5017-1975-2). $29.95.
To students of Greek history, Alcibiades needs no introduction. Ward of Pericles,
wanton playboy, and brazen politician, Alcibiades spent fifteen years at the forefront of
politics in the Greek world, inextricably linked to the changing tides of the Peloponnesian
War. However, this volume is not primarily for those students. Originally published in 1995
as Alcibiade, ou, les dangers de l’ambition (Alcibiades: The Dangers of Ambition) and now
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released in a translation by Elizabeth Trapnell Rawlings, Jacqueline de Romilly’s The Life
of Alcibiades is pitched foremost at “those who don’t know anything about him” (xiv).
As a result, The Life of Alcibiades is a straightforward biography, with most of the critical
analysis reserved for two brief interludes (philosophy and scandal: 31–4; Thucydides and
Xenophon: 137–40).
De Romilly’s thesis is simple: Athens had “an Alcibiades problem” (xii). She
presents Alcibiades as a tragic hero—supremely talented and deeply flawed—whose
dangerous combination of charisma and narcissism broke Athenian democracy in a way
that ought to serve as an evergreen warning.
On the one hand, it is hard to disagree with this portrait. Alcibiades lived his life
at the center of a maelstrom of scandal, often, if not always, of his own creation, while his
pedigree, wealth, and charisma inspired tremendous love and bitter enmity. This portrayal is
not unique. De Romilly generally follows Plutarch’s biography of Alcibiades supplemented
by other literary evidence such as his memorable entrance in Plato’s Symposium, and the
rare revision, like explaining the accusation of profaning the Eleusinian mysteries as rumor
of Alcibiades’ participation in foreign cults spun into an attack by his enemies (74–5).
On the other hand, de Romilly readily admits how much contemporary events shaped
her interpretation. At times she invokes Napoleon (Chapter 10: “Slightly More than One
Hundred Days”) and de Gaulle (e.g. “two triumphal returns,” 150) with regard to Alcibiades,
but, more frequently, she interprets the death of Pericles and end of an Athenian golden age
as parallel to the loss of the French colonial empire and the scandals of the Fifth French
Republic after the death of de Gaulle (xiii). This is not to say that de Romilly is wrong,
particularly in a book geared at a popular audience where such analogies are an expected
convention. Rather, this lens contributes to her idealization of fifth-century Athens. She
refers to “that enlightened century” (43), for instance, and lauds “the universal beauty of
Greece” (199), which Ruth Webb characterizes as a repeated feature of de Romilly’s work
in the recent volume Women Classical Scholars (Oxford, 2016: 388–91).
If the Athenian defeat marked an end to this enlightened period, then de Romilly
sees the hidden hand of her hero at every turn. Yet, Alcibiades proves an awkward fit for de
Romilly’s thesis of the decline of Athens. For de Romilly, Alcibiades’ personality warped
Athenian democracy through the combination of overweening ambition, scandals, and
personal rivalries. He is the catalyst such that he becomes responsible for developments
like the Oligarchy of 411 BCE for which he was not present and the final defeat of
Athens after his death. To her credit, de Romilly frames these issues as inherent flaws to
democracy, but she also substantiates her case that Alcibiades was at the forefront of these
changes through a narrow biographical focus. To be sure, Alcibiades flagrantly abused the
post-Periclean democracy, but so did others who de Romilly rarely mentions. Cleon, the
demagogue who dominated most of the 420s BCE in Athens, for instance, makes just three
brief appearances (8, 36 and 65).
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Careful and informed readers will note both contributions and points of contention
left unaddressed throughout this book, which came toward the end of de Romilly’s
long and distinguished career. To give just one example, she confidently declares that
conspirators knocked the genitalia off the herms in 415 BCE, which is a traditional and
possible interpretation, even though Thucydides only indicates mutilation of the faces
(περιεκόπησαν τὰ πρόσωπα, 6.27).
One might also challenge some of de Romilly’s underlying assumptions. She
acknowledges, for instance, that the advisor is a trope in ancient historiography, but
nevertheless declares that Alcibiades “had full authority over Tissaphernes, and thus in
Persia” (115; reader, he did not). Similarly, she characterizes Alcibiades’ flight to Sparta as
an unprecedented betrayal (91–6), even though he fled there after being sentenced to death
in absentia and our ancient sources likely exaggerate Alcibiades’ contribution to Sparta.
But, equally incorrectly, de Romilly accepts the year 404 BCE as the end of a golden era
when in fact the Thirty lasted only about a year, after which the democracy was restored.
War resumed only a few years later.
In other ways, The Life of Alcibiades shows its age. The spare bibliography is
dated, as one would expect, but de Romilly also describes the banter between Alcibiades
and Socrates in Plato’s Symposium as containing “a hint of homosexual tenderness openly
expressed” (25).
Ultimately, de Romilly’s Alcibiades is a paradoxical character: a self-serving
politician with the celebrity of movie and television stars (4) who used public office
for personal gain and thus ruined his country and a phenomenally talented individual
“destroyed by a flower of indiscretion” (198). Every generation sees itself on the road
to hell and de Romilly’s clear admiration for the man who is both hero and villain of her
story sits uncomfortably at another moment of democracy imperiled. Nevertheless, The
Life of Alcibiades serves as a reminder that the personal relationships of aristocrats and the
blurred lines between public service and private ambition have always existed uneasily in
democratic societies.
Joshua P. Nudell
University of Missouri

Vassiliki Panoussi, Brides, Mourners, Bacchae: Women’s Rituals in Roman Literature.
Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2019. Pp. 288. Cloth (ISBN 978-1-42142891-8) $54.95.
In this engaging collection of published and unpublished work, Vassiliki Panoussi
skillfully unpacks the interweaving of Bacchic, nuptial, and funerary imagery in Roman
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texts, challenging in the Introduction the “traditional view of women as pawns of a
patriarchal agenda” (3). Panoussi argues instead that for Roman authors, the depiction
of ritual becomes a “‘space’ in which women become powerful agents who articulate a
different point of view, one that is often ideologically opposed to that of … men” (3).
Building on recent work in the fields of Roman religion, Latin literature, and gender
studies, she contends that by exploring the tensions of gender and genre in depictions of
ritual acts we can find alternative views of women’s power in their “bonded agency” (8).
A neat summary of recent studies of the Roman wedding (Ch. 1) helpfully sets the
stage for Brides (Part I). In Panoussi’s view, Catullus’ epithalamia (Ch. 2) are canvases on
which to illustrate women’s agency (poem 61) and resistance (poem 62); here, ritual serves
to mitigate the tensions of the transition from sheltered virginity to matronhood.
In Ovid’s Metamorphoses 9, the power of Egyptian Isis (Ch. 3) comes to the fore
as she changes the sex of the desperate Iphis, negotiating ideas of gender by both instigating
transgression and reconfirming “traditional sexual roles” (46). A transnational, multiethnic
birth goddess who represents crossing boundaries (44), Isis is a divinity who can upset
the social order and bring salvation. The motif of “marriage to death” looms large in the
wartime weddings of Marcia and Polyxena (Ch. 4), through which Lucan (Bell. Civ. 2) and
Seneca (Troades), respectively, employ aberrant nuptial rituals to symbolize the tragedies
of civil conflict. In Petronius’ Satyrica (Ch. 5) the priestess Quartilla assumes the reins of
power and becomes a “sadistic spectator” while her victim, the anti-hero Encolpius, suffers
feminization (79). In his lampooning of Priapic and nuptial ritual, Petronius turns the idea
of Catullus’ tender bride on its head: men are the ones broken, and male fragility is on
display (81). The absurdities on daily view in Neronian Rome, Panoussi observes, inform
the work of the last three authors.
To introduce Part II: Mourners, Panoussi reviews in Ch. 6 what is known of
Roman funerary rituals. When properly implemented, women’s noisy lament had the power
to mediate and heal the grief of individuals and the body politic; it offered too a “space…
for the expression of feminine poetics” and could make women’s “bodies visible” and
their “pain audible” (87). Unchecked, however, mourning could represent a problematic,
disruptive force, symbolic of women’s irrationality and often displaying all the hallmarks
of Bacchic frenzy.
Indeed themes of mourning and madness come into sharp focus in Ovid’s (Meta.
10 and 11) version of the tragedy of Orpheus (Ch. 7). Orpheus loses his bride Eurydice soon
after his lugubrious wedding, and in his womanly, perpetual mourning the poet becomes a
feminized victim of sparagmos; his famed songs are irresistible to everyone but the Ciconian
Bacchants (98). As Panoussi shows, in this interlude, traditionally female lament triumphs,
albeit temporarily, over both elegy and epic, and women’s song drowns out “the male poetic
voice” (100). In contrast, in Statius’ Thebaid (Ch. 8), female mourners stitch together the social
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fabric men have rent in their civil war (105). Women’s mourning, which has the potential to be
equally “disturbing and destabilizing” (106) can bring resolution and justice (110).
In introducing Part III, Bacchae (Ch. 9), Panoussi wisely cautions that scholars
must continue the difficult task of separating “fact from artistic imagination” in depictions
of maenads and the adherents of Bacchic cult (117). She demonstrates that destruction
(especially of the family), violence, and empowerment result when women take up the
thyrsus, for “Roman authors use Bacchic motifs to showcase the problematic nature of
women’s agency” (119).
The violent quelling of Bacchic cult (Ch. 10) in 186 BCE seems to have resulted
from a tragic admixture of misinformation and collective paranoia in Rome. Panoussi
shows we may never know the facts of this purge; rather what deserves our close attention
is the prejudiced language Livy in his History uses to damn the cult. Livy emphasizes
that the danger to the state lay primarily in women’s casting off their approved roles as
matronae, opting for lives of noisy revel and debauchery (126-30); young men were
rendered passive and feminized (122) in the bargain. Likewise, Ovid at Meta. 6 (Ch. 11)
asks readers to imagine the terrifying possibilities should women unleash their dormant
powers, showcasing perverted sacraments that make a mockery of “marriage, maenadism
and sacrifice” (140) in the tale of Philomela and Procne. Ironically bonded by family and
worship, these avenging sisters destroy the very body (Procne’s son Itys) that would have
ensured the continuance of the Thracian royal family and the health of its body politic.
Finally, the famed Lemnian women (Ch. 12), as vengeful Bacchants denying the imperatives
of their societally constructed gender, massacre their men; princess Hypsipyle alone resists
and safeguards her father. Reconfiguring Apollonius’ Hypsipyle (148), Valerius and Statius
create very different Bacchic Hypsipyles, the first highlighting her “beneficial authority”
(158), the latter exalting her as a pious daughter, but by means of potentially unflattering
intertextual allusions to problematic queens (161). Thus the two Flavian authors, who
themselves witnessed the cruelties of civil conflict, reconsider the pivotal roles women’s
agency plays in the safety of a threatened state (165-7).
In Part IV, Panoussi explores female power both latent and manifest in “women-only
rituals” that represent a hidden world of women’s worship (Ch. 13). When these private rituals
are invaded by the most masculine and epic of heroes, Hercules and Achilles, in decidedly
non-epic contexts, ritual itself becomes the locus in which to explore both gender- and genrebending. In these episodes we may observe a novel “self-fashioning” at work in the Augustan
and Flavian periods (217), and crucially the legends involving Hercules “present an alternative,
peaceful, narrative to the male foundation story of war and violence” (201).
In Propertius’ poem 4.9, the poet endeavors to explain the origin of the exclusion
of maidens from Hercules’ worship (Ch. 14), reimagining the confrontation in which
the bullish demigod shoves aside the aged priestess barring his entry from the restricted
sanctuary of the Bona Dea. In Panoussi’s view, this tale of a thriving female-only
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community in Rome centuries before Romulus’ birth represents the inclusivity of women’s
ritual standing in opposition to male violence, usurpation, and exclusion symbolized by
Hercules’ bulldozing impiety. Ovid’s (Fasti 6) retelling of the legend of Mater Matuta
(Ch. 15) similarly offers a message of female inclusivity: Ino’s epic journey, from Junohounded Theban princess to Roman goddess Mater Matuta, finds an echo in Hercules’
Juno-driven peregrinations as he, transformed and transformative, becomes an object of
devotion on Roman soil. Hercules is an apt savior of Ino, for he also suffered through
traumas of “infanticide, madness and violence” (200). Tellingly, Propertius’ Hercules
stands as an “obvious model for the princeps and the state” (187), while Ovid’s celebration
of Mater Matuta’s cult, centering on women’s mutual beneficence, may also be linked to
Augustus’ notions of family values (201). In Statius’ (Ch. 16) reworking of the myth of
Achilles’ immersion in female-only cult in his Achilleid, the maidens of Scyros all but
stamp out the masculinity of the hero in their charge. As Achilles is kept safe from Hera’s
wrath, female rituals become the sole vehicle by which to keep in check Achilles’ rampant
masculinity; crucially, rituals that are meant to control and shape maidens are shown here
to provide them with the power to resist and control men, in turn (204).
In the Epilogue, Panoussi brings together the disparate threads of argument in her
discussion of the hidden, nocturnal worship of Tacita revealed for all by Ovid (Fasti 2),
rites emblematic of the rituals investigated throughout the book. In this tale, the garrulous
nymph Lara, viciously mutilated by Jupiter and rendered speechless, becomes the punishing
goddess Tacita, in turn silencing others through the women who practice magical rites in
her name. Demonstrating that these episodes represent more than glorifications of violence
against women ubiquitous in antiquity, Panoussi argues that literary collisions of ritual,
gender, and genre are unique spaces in which to uncover women’s voices as well as to
“contemplate the relationship between power and poetry” (222). With this fascinating
book, Panoussi has surely opened the door for more illuminating work on literary portraits
of women’s ritual acts.
Karen Klaiber Hersch
Temple University

Kathleen McCarthy, I, the Poet: First-Person Form in Horace, Catullus, and Propertius.
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2019. Pp. 258. Cloth (ISBN 978-1-5017-3955-2). $52.95.
When Horace says Vides ut alta stet nive candidum / Soracte (Odes 1.9), the
second person address invites readers to observe speech happening through the medium
of a written text. But who is Horace talking to? When Thaliarchus is introduced in the
second stanza, the presence of a named addressee does not invalidate a possible sense that
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the poet’s question is also meant for us, accompanied by thoughts along the lines of “No,
I don’t see Soracte, but I can picture it.” And because the actual visibility of Soracte from
wherever the poem is set is famously unknowable, someone in the room with Horace’s
speaker might also pursue the same sort of imaginative projection. There is great potential
for comparison and interaction between perspectives within the scene and at the point of
reception by a reader. And that separation equates to different speakers, in effect different
Horaces, the quasi-dramatic speaker in a sympotic setting who wants a drink and a fire and
some wistful memories of young love, and the poet of the book, that masterful crafter and
sequencer of metaphorical and thematic material.
The functional gap between poet and speaker, creating space for interplay between
levels of communication, is the central focus of Kathleen McCarthy’s book and where she
looks to identify something characteristically appealing about Roman poetry. I cite the
example of the Soracte ode, which she does not discuss, to credit the wide and intuitive
applicability of her simple set up. The dual nature of many Latin poems as both speech
communicating within a represented setting and as the text of the poem communicating
with its audience is common nearly to the point invisibility. McCarthy advocates
resistance to the tendency to “paper over” (20) any distinction between poet and speaker
by contextualizing and distinguishing between various scenarios of authorial speech that
might otherwise be subsumed under deceptively broad terms such as persona or fiction or
voice. Over the course of four chapters, drawing on a tight selection of first-person verse
consisting of Catullus’ polymetrics, Propertius’ books 1 and 2, Horace’s Odes 1-3 and
Epistles 1, she sustains her analysis thanks in large part to the variety of situations these
poets project their voices into. Dramatic monologues and other forms of character speech
are either put to the side or cited primarily for contrast. Even within her defined range,
treatment is highly selective. The focus throughout is on individual poems or clusters of
linked poems rather than, for example, book dynamics and sequences encountered in linear
reading. In chapter 1, poems primarily from Propertius 1 exemplify speech doing work,
like wooing, in social settings, a mode she labels “conversational” (32). Horatian hymns
and Catullan invectives illustrate a contrasting performative mode, where the utterance is
framed as a performance within the represented world, in chapter 2. To explore instances
of closer affiliation between the speaker and poet, chapter 3 turns to Propertius book 2,
Catullan aesthetics, and Horatian symposia, while chapter 4 interrogates the alignment of
written form in epistolary poems, not only Epistles 1 but also certain poems of Catullus,
notably 35 and 50. In a coda Ovid Tristia 1 extends the discussion forward in time and into
a text that ostensibly aligns poet and speaker as fully as discourse and story, i.e., poems
that are letters trying to accomplish in the world of the reader the same aims they seek as
represented communication.
Thus McCarthy addresses examples of the most important genres of Roman
personal poetry, elegiac, lyric, iambic, and hexameter, with the exception of satire, which
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seems well suited to the application of McCarthy’s schemata but would, I concede, dilute the
discussion of texts more closely interrelated. She does not, however, rest on the explanatory
power of genre to account for differences and similarities in speakers, their roles, contexts,
and audiences. Instead, different varieties of socially-placed speech in a Roman frame
of reference define categories. A key to McCarthy’s recognition of space for Roman
poetry to operate independently while maintaining its genetic relationship with Greek
traditions is the conversational mode, so called not because it is close to spoken language
but because it depends on the notional transformation of ordinary speech into a poem,
constructing a speaker unaware of the stylized or thematized nature of his own words. The
conversational mode, which Horace, Catullus, and Propertius deploy to different degrees,
can appear in any poetic format that features a poet speaking to an addressee or audience.
The traditional genres, by contrast, depend on (the appearance of) stability stretching
back to Greek performative settings, and McCarthy rejects the notion that Romans were
striving to emulate, or lamenting the impossibility of recreating, Greek performance. She
thus aligns herself with Lowrie, Feeney, and others who have in recent years steered Latin
literary studies towards a new validation of textuality. The favor she nevertheless shows for
consolidation and pursuit of threads of unity in the scholarly tradition makes her generous
in the citation of alternative views. Inasmuch as the questions she is engaging with have
been centered in Roman studies since the 90s, there is a lot to account for. On the whole,
her book may be taken as a sign that debates about what Romans did or did not perceive as
lost in the transition from archaic Greek poetics to their own book-based literary culture, if
not necessarily settled for all participants, are becoming almost passé for some.
For McCarthy rigorous attention to formal competencies correlates to the pleasure
and intrigue of reading Latin poetry. She premises her approach on the fact that the Romans
knew the Greek poets through books and suggests that Roman poets developed a complex
sense of what it might mean to relate to a diffuse and unknowable reading audience from
having been readers of Greek poetry themselves, aware of their cultural distance from
the context of creation. She finds here the basis for an analogy between these poets and
the position of a present-day reader interacting with their texts. In practice, McCarthy’s
reader tends to represent a singular posture through which textual effects are measured, and
the disparate contextual impacts these texts might have had, or might still have, through
reading are of less interest. She is understandably cautious about the prospect of recovering
the perspectives of historical readers, but it remains the case that the reading experience
she describes is just as much a construct as the speakers whose complexity of form and
construction her book effectively illuminates.
Brian W. Breed
University of Massachusetts Amherst
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Musonius Rufus, That One Should Disdain Hardships (The Teachings of a Roman Stoic),
translated by Cora E. Lutz, with an introduction by Gretchen Reydams-Schils. New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 2020. Pp. 160. Cloth (ISBN 978-0-300-22603-4) $22.00.
This volume is a reissue of “Musonius Rufus ‘The Roman Socrates’” (YCS 10,
1947) by Cora E. Lutz. C. Musonius Rufus (c. 30 - 101 CE) is a fascinating if shadowy
philosophical figure. Lutz was not the first to pair the two teachers. In the third century,
Origen made the same association; for him, both were “model[s] of excellence of life.”
Like the Athenian gadfly, Musonius published nothing; we are left with quotations from
other sources, some fragmentary. In her valuable twenty-page “Introduction,” Gretchen
Reydams-Schils mentions Origen. He would no doubt have been interested in the second
extract here: “That Man is Born With an Inclination Toward Virtue” (7-9) is an argument
against what later became known as a doctrine of “Original Sin.”
Reydams-Schils, an expert on ancient Stoicism, sensibly highlights several
other aspects of Musonius’ teachings which resonate with current readers: “On Women,
Marriage and Sociability” underscores some of the reasons for Musonius’ enduring appeal.
The resonance is at least in part a function of Musonius’ ability to speak to multiple
communities—religious and areligious; Greek and Roman; ancient and modern. He is also
relevant to disciplines from ancient history to classics to philosophy, as well as several
subfields among them, most notably social history. The titles of the twenty-one sayings in
the Table of Contents stretch from food to infanticide.
By what little we know, Musonius Rufus was at the center of a Stoic circle at
Nero’s court (xxii-xxiv). Like several persons affiliated with Nero, Musonius’ life is
marked by twists and turns. His biography reveals a life buffeted by the political whimsies
of Nero and each of the Flavian emperors. His “That Exile is Not an Evil” is based on
personal experience, and it is directly related to the excerpt which Yale University Press
chose to make this volume’s title: “That One Should Disdain Hardship” (29-31). There are
many delights here, especially if we consider the philosopher’s incomplete biography.
The press’ decision to highlight Stoicism’s famous acceptance of life’s
difficulties is perfectly reasonable. Their decision to re-release a mid-century translation
is not. None of my students use the word “disdain” in common conversation. Ten out of
ten of them have some idea of what “disdain” means. Eight of them think it means what
the rest of twenty-first-century native English speakers think—something like “hate”
and hence “avoid.” English professors know of the less common meaning; Greek readers
know kataphronein stretches from “disdain” to “be unafraid of.” The latter is obviously
the preferred rendering in this case—and in keeping with the popular understanding
of Stoicism. It is worth noting the popular understanding is, after all, the reasons for
this book’s publication. So this title is no improvement on the original author’s. There
are other words which, in the twenty-first century, deserve the opposite approach. Both
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eudaimonia and aretê are common enough in college seminars (and some school rooms)
that they could probably be italicized and left untranslated. Musonius’ argument in the
aforementioned excerpt is based upon eudaimonia, here rendered “complete happiness”
(30). The “virtue” mentioned above is aretê.
This is, nonetheless, a welcome publication insofar as it gives prominence to the
most popular ancient philosopher about whom few outside the classical studies guild have
any familiarity. First-century Stoicism is a burgeoning field at both the popular and academic
levels. It is a rare subfield where the former may drive the latter. This work would seem to
be something of a coffee-table book, except it is diminutive. Its length and width are barely
greater than a Loeb volume. Yale’s decision to omit the Greek results in a mini-Loeb where
depth is concerned. And so it begs a question of target audience. Is it for scholars? Their
students? The masses? A scholar will choose the primary sources every time, so we’re
left with two options. Our students could certainly benefit from this reasonably-priced
book. However, they might be better served by C. King’s Musonius Rufus: Lectures and
Sayings (2011), or J. Dillon’s Musonius Rufus and Education in the Good Life: A Model
of Teaching and Living Virtue (2004). Both of these (and Lutz’s original) engage with far
more international scholarship than the current volume. That leaves the masses. The only
“masses” attracted to this are those of us interested in collecting inexpensive boutique
editions from competing Ivy League university publishers. See: Princeton’s “Ancient
Wisdom for Modern Readers” series.
Beyond putting Musonius in the hands of certain readers, this volume’s chief
characteristic might be its potential to spur much-needed writing. Within this little book
there are at least two larger books, both of which I would look forward to reading or
reviewing. The first is about the historical figure of Musonius. Again, the evidence is in
short supply, but scant sources have not prevented “biographies” of other persons leaving
little behind. In some ways there is no good reason for Musonius’ shadowy status. He
is the prosopographer’s dream: teacher of Epictetus and Dio, contemporary of Tacitus
and the “Stoic martyrs;” our fragments derive from celebrities, from Plutarch to Aulus
Gellius. Earlier this year, a two-hundred-seventy-page biography of Alaric was published
by D. Bointo to some acclaim. Musonius’ survival under Nero and zig-zag through all
three Flavians begs for a book, if not a screenplay. If a biography of Alaric is possible,
surely someone can write a proper (if hypothetical) biography of Musonius. A second,
more properly academic tome might trace the reception of Musonius: what is the history of
his association with Socrates?
A second book could be written on the wide-ranging scholarship of Lutz. A 1935
graduate of Yale and professor at (then all-women) Wilson College, she was a two-time
Guggenheim fellow. Lutz was a “scientist” in the library before Library Science existed as
a field. She also published across disciplines—an accomplishment more often praised than
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practiced these days, in part because of the obvious hyper-specialized nature of our work
today. The present republication of her work, some seventy years later, is testament to her
scholarly contribution in classics. She spent most of her career, however, in the medieval
world. A true archivist, she resurrected several sources, including those published in her
School Masters of the Tenth Century (1977). Furthermore, she uncovered previously un-read
work on Bede and wrote a still-valuable article on the liberal arts in Remigius (1956). Paul
Oskar Kristeller reviewed more than one of Lutz’s publications. John Marenbon credited
her for “bravely stepp[ing] forward to explain obscure and neglected subjects in terms
comprehensible to non-specialists.” The “text” of this volume is, of course, a collection based
primarily on Stobaeus, who flourished in the fifth century. That is fitting: He was an archivist
par excellence. Both he and Musonius might have appreciated Lutz’s work.
Joshua Kinlaw
The King’s College (New York City)

Joseph J. Walsh, The Great Fire of Rome: Life and Death in the Ancient City. Baltimore, MD:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2019. P. 192. Paper (ISBN 978-1-4214-3371-4) $19.95.
Walsh, a professor of classics and history at Loyola University Maryland perhaps
best known for his work on Early Christianity, here offers a survey of the fire that destroyed
much of Rome under Nero in 64 CE. Like other books in the “Witness to Ancient History”
series, it seems aimed at a general audience.
After a brief Prologue, Chapter 1, “Perils of Life in Rome,” Walsh describes
the myriad dangers of ancient urban living in general by way of contextualizing the fire.
Floods, building collapse, crime, pollution, and disease make an appearance—as well
as, of course, fire, including the equipment and tactics used by the vigiles to fight fire,
which are interestingly compared with modern techniques. Using largely literary rather
than archaeological evidence, Walsh keeps the focus on how the residents of the city
might have been affected both physically and psychologically by the dangers he describes.
Noteworthy for his near absence is Augustus, whose large program of urban renewal is
largely consigned to one footnote (138 n. 11) and one paragraph on his division of Rome
into regiones and vici (40). Still, the chapter is an engaging description of the perils and
discomforts of life in Rome, and could be assigned on its own as a reading on everyday
life in ancient Rome for a high school or college class, where material on such perennially
fascinating topics as Roman public latrines will enthrall young readers.
Chapter 2, “Inferno,” discusses the fire itself and how ordinary Romans might
have experienced the destruction, and is based largely on Tacitus’ account. Walsh provides
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two maps showing a possible reconstruction of the fire’s course through Rome, which will
usefully orient readers. He postulates that the vigiles, whom neither Tacitus nor Suetonius
mentions, defended the Palatine and Capitoline hills. Such reasonable speculations are not
per se out of place in a book like this, but it may make readers uneasy when Walsh begins
to speak of his hypotheses as if they were historical fact: “The most reasonable explanation
is that some units of the Vigiles [sic]… scored a few significant victories against the fire”
(51) all too quickly becomes “As the vigiles made their heroic stands…” (55). Walsh
similarly asserts that the vigiles would also have taken special care to protect the Campus
Martius because it was the site of many theaters and would have been motivated to do so by
Nero’s affinity for dramatic performance. The shift from subjunctive to indicative is again
disconcerting: the statement that the firefighters “would know that among Nero’s priorities
would be saving the theaters [in the Campus Martius], and so that is what they did” (54;
italics mine), followed a page later by “Therefore the firefighting resources in the area were
dedicated to the theaters, precious to the emperor” (55; italics mine), gives the impression
that this is definitely what happened and that the reasons for it are securely known. Nonspecialist readers can easily be given the wrong impression by statements like these. But
the chapter finishes on a much stronger note with a discussion of the fire’s destruction:
where modern expectations would require statistics on monetary and human losses, Walsh
notes, Tacitus instead emphasizes Rome’s cultural loss by discussing historic and religious
landmarks destroyed in the flames (65-72).
Chapter 3, “The Day After,” opens with an engaging description of the work of
cleaning up after the fire (73-78) and a good discussion of the issues involved in assessing
the veracity of ancient authors’ claims that Nero himself started the fire (78-85). Here
Walsh is more consistent in keeping things hypothetical, concluding the section with
the observation that “no judgment can be made” about Nero’s involvement based on the
available evidence (85). The remainder of the chapter is dedicated to discussion of Tacitus’
description of how Nero attempted to blame Christians for setting the fire. Walsh’s account
again papers over some of the difficulties involved and at times presents hypothetical
as established fact. Nero’s punishment of Christians is referred to from the start as a
“persecution” (87) although application of that term as early as the 60s CE is actually
controversial, as demonstrated by Brent Shaw’s important 2015 JRS article “The Myth of
the Neronian Persecution.” Walsh tells us in a footnote (148-9 n. 37) that he “do[es] not
share [Shaw’s] doubts,” but does not tell us why; the arguments of Shaw and others deserve
to be engaged with more seriously. Walsh’s assertion that the punishment Tacitus describes
is crucifixion (90-1) has also been much debated by scholars and is far from a given, as
is his claim that the martyrdoms described by Clement of Rome find their “only plausible
context” in “Nero’s notorious scapegoating executions” (92). These are extraordinarily
fraught topics, to be sure, and a book for a general audience is not necessarily the place
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to get into the weeds; nevertheless, one feels Walsh may have missed an opportunity to
introduce even a non-specialist reader to some of the controversies involved here.
The book finishes on a strong note with discussions of the longer-term impact of
the fire. Chapter 4, “Neropolis,” is an interesting description of ancient authors’ negative
reactions to the Domus Aurea built by Nero on the land opened up by the fire. Chapter 5,
“Legacy,” discusses elements of the fire’s Nachleben, including its impact on the reception
of the figure of Nero (112-6) and how the Flavians repurposed the area of the Domus Aurea
for their Colosseum (116-8). Walsh also discusses at length the fire’s significance within
Rome’s Christian communities: reports of Nero’s victims became tales of martyrdom that
helped cement Christian group identity, and the story of the martyrdoms of Peter and Paul
(which Walsh rightly emphasizes cannot be proven to have had any actual connection to
the fire) became the aition for the founding of St. Peter’s Basilica on the Vatican Hill.
Among the book’s best points is its focus on ancient Romans’ lived experience of
the fire, frequently brought home by comparing it to modern disasters like Hurricane Katrina
(66, 77) or 9/11 (147 n. 6) that will be much closer to readers’ own experiences. The book is
written in an engaging style that sometimes verges on the colloquial, as one would expect
in a volume written for a general audience. Walsh is to be commended for incorporating
scholarship in German, French, and Italian that are inaccessible to most general readers.
There are, however, a few bibliographical omissions that might have enriched Walsh’s
analyses at various points; for example, no discussion of Nero and theater (59-64) can be
complete without reference to Shadi Bartsch’s Actors in the Audience (1996).
If the reservations above do not give one pause, the book could be usefully
assigned to students studying ancient civilizations or Roman history, or even to a Latin
class reading Tacitus Annals 15. The issues Walsh treats in this book are extraordinarily
complex and at times controversial; imposing meaning and structure on the sometimes
heated scholarly debates involved in a way that can be presented comprehensibly to a
general or student reader is a Herculean task. If Walsh has not always made the same
choices that one would make oneself, he is nevertheless to be commended for meeting the
challenge head on.
Kelly E. Shannon-Henderson
University of Alabama
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MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT
It is a great honor to serve as president of CANE, even in this unprecedented academic year
when we all face so many challenges in our professional and personal lives. Speaking on
behalf of the organization, I thank you for your support of CANE, and your engagement
with our shared discipline in so many ways that benefit our New England communities.
The recent months have been busy indeed, but you may have noted that CANE is
keeping busy too. If you attended the pedagogical Zoom sessions sponsored by CANE’s
Educational Programs, I hope you found them edifying. In addition, CANE is currently
developing new scholarships designed to increase diversity among the members of our
scholarly community - more details about those will be announced soon. Now CANE gets
ready to prepare for the annual meeting in 2021.
It may come as no surprise, but due to the global pandemic, the CANE Executive Committee
has elected to hold our annual meeting as a virtual meeting via Zoom on March 13
and 20 (consecutive Saturdays) in 2021. As we all saw at the first virtual CANE annual
meeting, virtual meetings can be just as enlightening and lively as in-person meetings. The
2021 virtual annual meeting will have paper sessions, workshop sessions, themed panels,
at least one special guest-speaker, happy hours hosted by affinity groups, and an awards
ceremony.
For the 2021 meeting, we will ask you to register, and one purpose of that is to ensure that
we can hold our annual Business Meeting at the event. We all missed that opportunity to
come together and do the important business of voting on CANE initiatives and ballots,
of honoring our award recipients, and of remembering fondly those members of CANE
we have lost; we will regain that opportunity in March of 2021. More information on the
meeting will emerge in the coming months.
I invite you to submit your proposal for an individual paper, workshop, or panel of papers
by December 15, 2020. The submission link is now on the CANE website. The ability
to submit a panel of papers is a new feature of the 2021 annual meeting. This grants the
opportunity for a group of three to four presenters to submit papers on a pre-established,
self-determined topic or theme. A panel may include a respondent or discussant as well
(but then please limit the number of papers to three). Please note that up-to-date CANE
membership is a requirement to submit an abstract, so be sure to join CANE or renew
your membership for the 2020-2021 academic year. You will hear the decision about your
submission by late January, 2021.
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Finally, please note the many award and scholarship opportunities that CANE has to offer,
including our annual writing contest for New England high school students, and an award
to cover the cost of meeting registration for first-time attendees.
Thank you for your ongoing support of CANE, and for your teaching, scholarship, and
creative engagement with the discipline we all cherish.
Sincerely,
Teresa Ramsby
President of CANE & Professor of Classics, UMass Amherst
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ANNOUNCEMENTS
T H E 2 0 2 0 C L A S S I C A L A S S O C I AT I O N O F N E W E N G L A N D
STUDENT WRITING CONTEST

Facing Adversity in the Ancient World
Herodotus tells us in the first book of his Histories that when Solon, the leader of Athens,
visited Croesus, the incredibly rich king of Lydia in Anatolia, the king asked Solon who he
thought was the happiest and most prosperous. Croesus thought Solon would say “You are,
O Croesus, because of your great wealth.” But Solon replied instead that he would count
no man happy until his death, because misery and suffering can befall anyone, no matter
how wealthy or happy they seem (Histories 1.30-2).
There is ample evidence that people of all ancient cultures had to face many challenges and
adversities in life. When one considers the relatively short life spans of men and women
in the ancient world, it is clear that there were many obstacles to a long or easy life in the
thousand-year period we study, from roughly 500 B.C.E. to 500 C.E. Our ancient writers
tell us of diseases, plagues, invasions by hostile armies, piracy, enslavement, crime, death
in childbirth, and countless other realities that made life difficult and strenuous.
For this writing contest: provide your own short story, poem, essay, or dialogue on the
topic of dealing with or facing adversity in the ancient world. Your project will be judged
holistically, based on how successfully you address the given topic, how well you engage
your reader, and how well you write as you present your idea. Deadline for submission:
December 15, 2020.
Guidelines for Students (please note all these):
 Your project may be a short story, poem, drama, or essay.
 Maximum length: 700 words.
 Your project should not be hand-written. Please provide a typed document.
 If you use any source materials for this project, you must provide a bibliography
with specific references.
 Your name should not appear on the project itself.
 Please include a cover page with your document that contains the following
information:
Name of Student
Grade of Student
Name of School
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Name and Email address of Teacher
The following statement - with your name typed as signature:
This project represents my own original work. No outside help has been
provided for this project. I understand that if my entry is selected as a winner,
my entry and my name will be published on the CANE website.
Signed: 			
Date:
Teachers: please send your students’ submissions to your state representative for
CANE (CT, MA, ME, NH, RI, and VT). For the list of state representatives, see
https://caneweb.org/new/?page_id=230. The winner receives their award, and reads their
winning entry, at the banquet at the annual meeting banquet of CANE in spring of 2021.
The National Association of Secondary School Principals has placed this program on the
2020-2021 NASSP List of Approved Contests, Programs, and Activities for Students.
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A WA R D S , S C H O L A R S H I P S , A N D F U N D S
The Classical Association of New England offers a wide variety of awards, scholarships,
and funds for various educational and enrichment purposes.
Summaries of all CANE awards appear below. More information about each award,
including updated application forms, can be found on the CANE website: caneweb.org.
Most applications go to the Chair of the Scholarships Committee: scholarships@
caneweb.org unless specified below.
AWARDS FOR PRECOLLEGIATE STUDENTS:
The Thomas and Eleanor Means Fund
The Thomas and Eleanor Means Fund awards up to $500 annually for educational travel
to classical sites to a middle or secondary school student who shows particular interest in
the classics.
Deadline for application: December 1, 2020.
AWARDS FOR PRECOLLEGIATE TEACHERS:
Teacher Enrichment Scholarship
The CANE Teacher Enrichment Scholarship is an award of up to $1500 for tuition
reimbursement for current or retired teachers who are members of CANE to enroll in a
Classics course for personal enrichment. Deadline for application: February 1, 2021.
CANE Educational Grants
Grants of up to $500 each are available to classroom teachers for class projects, research,
and classroom materials throughout the year. These funds can also support educational
programs that promote the study of Classical languages and history. To apply, please
contact the Educational Programs Coordinator: eduprograms@caneweb.org.
Matthew I. Wiencke Award
The Matthew I. Wiencke award recognizes excellence in teaching at the primary,
middle and secondary school levels. Nominations are invited for this award. Please send
nomination packets to the senior-at-large-member of the CANE Executive Committee
(senioratlargemember@caneweb.org).
Deadline for submission of nomination materials: December 31, 2020.
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AWARDS FOR UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS:
Alison Barker Travel Scholarship
The Alison Barker Travel Scholarship awards up to $750 annually for educational travel
to classical sites to an undergraduate who shows particular interest in the classics.
Deadline for application: December 1, 2020.
Certification Scholarship
CANE will provide up to $1000 to an outstanding junior or senior undergraduate in New
England who is preparing for secondary-school certification as a teacher of Latin or
Greek or both in one or more of the New England states, or to the holder of a Master’s
degree to cover the cost of tuition and other fees required to obtain such certification.
Deadline for application: February 1, 2021.
Phyllis B. Katz Prize for Excellence in Undergraduate Research
The Phyllis B. Katz Prize is awarded to an excellent paper submitted by an undergraduate
student of Classics in support of their research endeavors. The winning researcher
presents their paper at the CANE annual meeting. Please send submissions to the CANE
immediate past president (immpastpres@caneweb.org). Deadline for paper submission:
February 15, 2021.
AWARDS FOR TEACHERS AND GRADUATE STUDENTS:
Cornelia Catlin Coulter Scholarship
The Cornelia Catlin Coulter Memorial Rome Scholarship is an award of approximately
$6000 for study at the summer session of the School of Classical Studies at the American
Academy in Rome. Deadline for application: January 15, 2021.
CANE Endowment Scholarship
The CANE Endowment Scholarship is an award of up to approximately $5100 for
summer study at the American School of Classical Studies at Athens or at places other
than the American Academy in Rome. Deadline for application: January 15, 2021.
AWARDS FOR ANY MEMBER OF CANE:
Finnegan-Plante Scholarship
Four Finnegan-Plante scholarships of $150 are offered each year to first time attendees at
the CANE Annual Meeting whose schools do not cover the cost.
Deadline of application: February 15, 2021.
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The Barlow-Beach Distinguished Service Award
The Barlow-Beach Award is granted to individuals who are notable for their distinguished
service to CANE and to classics in New England. Please submit nominations to the
CANE President (president@caneweb.org) by December 15, 2020.
NEW SCHOLARSHIPS COMING SOON:
CANE will soon be offering new scholarships designed to increase diversity and multiple perspectives within the disciplines related to the study of the ancient Mediterranean
world. The website will announce those awards when they have been established.
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T H E 2 0 2 1 C L A S S I C A L A S S O C I AT I O N O F N E W E N G L A N D
SUMMER INSTITUTE
Please join us for the 37th annual
Classical Association of New England Summer Institute
On the theme “Power and the Individual in the Ancient Mediterranean World”
July 12-17, 2021 / Brown University, Providence, RI
(dates will be confirmed in Jan. 2021)
graduate credit available
This summer’s 5-day mini-courses include:
He Longed for the Desert: Turning Your Back on Rome
John Higgins, Smith College
Looking For (and At) Royal Women in the Hellenistic World
Patricia Eunji Kim, New York University
Milton’s Lycidas and Pastoral Elegy
William Morse, College of the Holy Cross
Equity, Power, and Critical Language Awareness:
Teaching Practices in Ancient Studies Education
Kelly Dugan, Trinity College
Pindar’s Victory Odes: Songs and Contexts
Hanne Eisenfeld, Boston College
Tragedy’s Empire: Individual Agency in Antiquity and Beyond
Aaron Seider, College of the Holy Cross
Problems in Roman Slavery: Texts and Contexts
Roberta Stewart, Dartmouth College
Dido, Hannibal, Carthage: ‘Necessary’ Victims of Rome’s Imperial Destiny?
Jeri DeBrohun, Brown University
What Happens When A Ruler is Replaced? The Problem of Succession in Antiquity
Peter Machinist, Harvard University
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This summer’s lecture line-up will feature a series of three lectures by Diane Arnson
Svarlien, most well-known as the translator of Medea. Other lecturers include: Kathleen
Coleman (Harvard University), Kurt Raaflaub (Brown University), Deborah Boedecker
(Brown University), Dan-el Padilla Peralta (Princeton University), Kelly Dugan (Trinity
College), Mark Wright (Sturgis Charter Public School), and Aaron Seider (College of the
Holy Cross).
The CANE Summer Institute is grateful to the Classical Association of New England, the
Department of Classics at Brown University, and the Gladys Krieble Delmas Foundation
for their support.
For more information and registration details, go to www.caneweb.org
Please direct questions to the CSI director Amanda Loud at summerinst@caneweb.org
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BOOKS RECEIVED
List of books received, October 2020
Publishers are invited to send new books for this list to Prof. Jennifer Clarke Kosak, NECJ
Book Review Editor, Department of Classics, Bowdoin College, 7600 College Station,
Brunswick, ME 04011; jkosak@bowdoin.edu
Mark R. Anspach, ed., with a new translation of Oedipus Tyrannus by Wm. Blake Tyrell,
The Oedipus Casebook: Reading Sophocles’ Oedipus the King. East Lansing, MI: Michigan
State University Press, 2020. Pp. xiv + 459. Paper (ISBN 9781611863390) $29.95.
Appian, Roman History, vol. IV: Civil Wars 1-2, edited and translated by Brian McGing
(Loeb Classical Library 005). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2020. Pp. 650.
Cloth (ISBN 9780674997295) $28.00.
Appian, Roman History, vol. V: Civil Wars 3-4, edited and translated by Brian McGing
(Loeb Classical Library 543). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2020. Pp. 448.
Cloth (ISBN 9780674997301) $28.00.
Appian, Roman History, vol. VI: Civil Wars 5 and Fragments, edited and translated by
Brian McGing (Loeb Classical Library 544). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2020. Pp. 352. Cloth (ISBN 9780674997318) $28.00.
Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric, trans. J.H. Freese, revised Gisela Striker, (Loeb
Classical Library 193). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2020. Cloth (ISBN
9780674997325) $28.00
Reyes Bertolín Cebrián, The Athlete in the Ancient Greek World. Norman, OK: University
of Oklahoma Press, 2020. Pp. 250. Paper (ISBN 978-0-8061-6626-1) $29.95.
P. L. Chambers, The Attic Nights of Aulus Gellius: An Intermediate Reader and Grammar
Review, 2nd edition. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2020. Paper (ISBN
9780806167213) $24.95.
Livy, History of Rome, vol. VI: Books 23-25, edited and translated by J. C. Yardley (Loeb
Classical Library 355). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2020. Pp. 528. Cloth
(ISBN 9780674997271) $28.00.
Stephanie McCarter, Horace: Epodes, Odes, and Carmen Saeculare. Norman, OK:
University of Oklahoma Press, 2020. Pp. 694. Paper (ISBN 9780806164878) $34.95.
Paul A. Zoch, Ancient Rome: An Introductory History. Norman, OK: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2020. Pp. 312. Paper (ISBN 978-0-8061-6477-9) $26.95.
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